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Abstract 
Horror fiction, much like other “popular” genres, has many a stigma attached to its 
creation and enjoyment. Both experiences are considered by a number of literary critics 
to be less complex than that of literary fiction and, as a result, less rewarding for readers. 
These critics cite the repeated use of particular tropes in several works across a single 
genre, crediting works that introduce elements strongly associated with other genres with 
“transcending” their popular origins. This thesis, which is composed of both a practical 
and critical component, argues that such tropes do not preclude a work of genre fiction 
reaching the same levels of depth and originality as literary fiction, and that in fact it is 
the subversion of familiar tropes and their synthesis with tropes of other genres which can 
create opportunities for readers to alter their expectations of what each genre can achieve. 
The practical portion of this thesis, the novel Janus, is intended as an example of the 
synthesis of horror and literary fiction, including elements of sci-fi and weird fiction as 
well. My goals for this novel include the exploration of such themes as monstrosity, evil, 
love, fear, and identity through the use of a split-perspective narrative set in both the past 
and present. The portion of this thesis that is critical commentary will examine aspects of 
genre theory with respect to the horror and literary genres using Stephen King’s The 
Shining and Toni Morrison’s Beloved as representative of work that adheres to certain 
generic tropes while subverting others, with which tropes are kept to, which are reshaped, 
as well as the genre each novel is ultimately confined to, being predominantly dependent 
upon each novel’s respective goals concerning the reader.  
*This thesis has been composed and formatted using American spellings and grammatical style.   
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Introduction 
 In his 2003 acceptance speech for the National Book Foundation’s Medal for 
Distinguished Contribution to American Letters, Stephen King said to his audience of writers, 
readers, critics, and loved ones, “giving an award like this to a guy like me suggests that in the 
future things do not have to be the way they've always been. Bridges can be built between the so-
called popular fiction and the so-called literary fiction. The first gainers in such a widening of 
interest would be the readers, of course, which is us because writers are almost always readers 
and listeners first.”  This doctoral thesis is predicated on that very idea: that there are many 1
positive connections to be made between “popular” and “literary” fiction, and illuminating those 
connections can only benefit readers.  
 The criteria for receipt of the Medal for Distinguished Contribution to American Letters 
is “a person who has enriched our literary heritage over a life of service, or a corpus of work.”  2
Stephen King — whose fiction has been adapted for film, television, the stage, and even music 
countless times — has certainly accomplished this feat. His works have become cultural 
touchstones because they document culture. King’s stories are peppered all over with slang, 
popular ads and product placements, references to popular music of the time, sports teams, and 
world leaders his readers will recognize — especially readers belonging to King’s generation. 
Seeing oneself in media is a powerful thing. Perhaps more so when the vehicle for what we see is 
a genre not frequently praised for its authentic representations of humanity, like horror fiction. 
But King has shown us that it is not merely possible, but also important to reflect every aspect of 
the human experience accurately in fiction. Not only the moralizing and philosophizing over 
known human experiences, but also our hopes and fears in the form of the fantastical and 
seemingly impossible.   
 Stephen King, Acceptance speech. “Distinguished Contribution to American Letters”. National Book 1
Foundation website, 19 Nov. 2003.
 “Distinguished Contribution to American Letters”. National Book Foundation website.2
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 Before properly beginning his acceptance speech, King mentioned the outcry among 
some of the literary community against his receiving an award typically reserved for authors of 
literary fiction. According to a New York Times article reporting on the announcement of the 
award’s recipient, Richard Snyder, a publishing executive formerly of Simon & Schuster, stated, 
“You put him in the company of a lot of great writers, and the one has nothing to do with the 
other. He sells a lot of books. But is it literature? No.” The same article quotes literary critic 
Harold Bloom as saying of King’s selection by the committee: “That they could believe that 
there is any literary value there or any aesthetic accomplishment or signs of an inventive human 
intelligence is simply a testimony to their own idiocy.”  However there are a great many readers 3
of King’s work, myself included, who would steadfastly refute Bloom’s rebuke by pointing out 
that what sets Stephen King’s work apart from its peers in the genre is in fact a great deal of 
“inventive human intelligence.”  
 I do not simply refer to the unusual monsters that often appear in his stories — a 
possessed car (Christine, Viking, 1983); a demon that can become whatever you fear most (IT, 
Viking, 1986); a suicidal, sentient train who loves riddles (Blaine the Mono — The Dark Tower: 
The Waste Lands, 1991 & Wizard and Glass, Grant, 1997) — but to the ways in which King is 
able to marry the supernatural and the ordinary. King’s protagonists are often people who feel 
familiar to us because they confront issues we ourselves have faced: alcoholism, abuse, 
unemployment, bullying, loneliness, obsession, grief. In King’s fiction, the supernatural is not 
the cause of a character’s problems — it exacerbates them. A father loses his son and buries him 
in a cemetery that resurrects the dead, but the child who returns is a murderous facsimile of the 
one who left (Pet Sematary, Doubleday, 1983). A morbidly obese man hits a gypsy with his car 
and the gypsy curses him with her dying breath, causing him to slowly waste away (Thinner, 
New American Library, 1984). A man who hopes to bury his authorial alter ego and be known 
for himself gets a nasty shock when that alter ego materializes in the real world (The Dark Half, 
Viking, 1989). Each of these characters is already troubled before that trouble is compounded by 
a supernatural force. The personalities and experiences of each character are chiefly responsible 
for leading them down the horrific paths they travel, not otherworldly evil alone. The creative 
 David D. Kirkpatrick, “A Literary Award for Stephen King”. The New York Times, 15 Sept. 2003.3
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portion of my thesis mimics this relationship between the everyday and the supernatural, using 
domestic unease as a foundation for the increasingly bizarre events of the story.     
 My thesis will consist of two parts: a novel, Janus, that is a creative exercise in 
synthesizing the most compelling aspects of horror and literary fiction as well as elements of sci-
fi and weird fiction to create an original contribution to literature; and a critical commentary on 
genres of fiction with a focus on horror, literary fiction, and the concept of monstrosity with 
regard to both the ways in which it manifests in fiction and also how the “monstrous” label might 
be applied to the idea of genre. I will first discuss the supposed differences between genre and 
literary fiction before using Stephen King’s writing, specifically The Shining (1977), as an 
example of what horror fiction is capable of conveying by means of narrative techniques 
typically associated with literary fiction in combination with staple tropes of the horror genre. I 
will then discuss Toni Morrison’s Beloved (1987) as a counterpoint to The Shining, examining 
what it is that makes Beloved firmly literary despite its inclusion of the supernatural. Thirdly, I 
will discuss which aspects of The Shining and Beloved are reflected in my own novel, as well as 
that which sets my work apart from the aforementioned novels. I will also delve into the notion 
of monstrosity using the research of Jeffrey Jerome Cohen as a framework. While King’s work 
leans more heavily in the direction of horror, the practical portion of my thesis will seek a more 
balanced representation of both horror and literary narrative techniques.  
 The goal of this thesis is to successfully argue that relaxing the boundaries erected 
between genres of fiction, and recognizing where overlap exists, affords readers and writers alike 
the opportunity to discover the myriad ways in which human experience might be conveyed in 
fiction, rather than use the trappings of each genre to restrict readers and writers to a particular 
set of expectations: expectations of what readers can experience, and of what writers can 
achieve, both within and as a result of their fiction. 
High vs Low Cultural Product 
 I will begin my analysis of the horror and literary genres by attempting to define them 
according to the characteristics typically associated with each as well as the alleged distinctions 
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made by literary critics and readers. In his acceptance speech, Stephen King remarked upon his 
past perception of the difference between himself and authors of literary fiction:  
[My wife] also understands why I was in those early days so often bitterly 
angry at writers who were considered “literary.” I knew I didn't have quite 
enough talent or polish to be one of them so there was an element of 
jealousy, but I was also infuriated by how these writers always seemed to 
have the inside track in my view at that time.   4
  
In this statement, King presents two viewpoints commonly offered in the literary vs genre 
debate: that authors of genre fiction do not display as much talent as authors of literary fiction, 
and that literary authors are always ahead of the pack in terms of support, both financial and 
critical, received from the rest of the literary community. The first has certainly been the 
prevailing attitude for quite some time, an unfortunate reality evidenced by Pierre Bourdieu’s 
theory concerning the differences between what he refers to as “high” and “low cultural 
products” and their respective roles in the world at large, which I will discuss at greater length in 
Chapter One of my thesis. As one might surmise from each term, one is considered of greater 
artistic value than the other. However, this thesis will contend that the “talents” of authors differ 
and are employed according to the goals of the fiction in question, and that the so-called “low 
cultural product” is more varied and valuable than such a term suggests. As for the “inside track” 
literary fiction authors once had, the perception of this, too, is changing.  
 While such honors as the Bram Stoker and the Shirley Jackson awards for superlative 
horror fiction, the Edgar award for excellence in crime and mystery writing, and the Hugo award 
for exceptional science fiction and fantasy do exist, they are not yet as widely recognized as the 
Man Booker, the National Book Award, or the Nobel Prize as marks of quality in literature. In 
studying the list of honorees who have won the Nobel Prize since its inception, certain phrases 
appear again and again in the excerpted quotes from the Nobel committee explaining why a 
 King, Acceptance speech, “Distinguished Contribution to American Letters”. National Book Foundation 4
website.
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particular writer was chosen as laureate: “human” as in “the human condition” and “the human 
predicament”; “poetic” (whether in reference to actual poetry or not); “reality” and “realistic”.   5
These three phrases are the essence of what literary fiction is most often concerned with: 
humanity, realism, and language. Conversely, genre fiction tends to be plot-driven, with a major 
conflict or event thrusting the narrative forward, a narrative that is not necessarily concerned 
with “realism” with regard to its environments or the creatures inhabiting them. For some, this 
automatically excludes genre fiction from consideration as serious art and instead relegates it to 
the category of “entertainment.” However, while poetic, reality-based introspection on the 
“human predicament” is not typically the nucleus of genre fiction, each genre does explore vital 
aspects of the human condition — fear, love, tragedy, violence, innovation — however great or 
small the number of pages openly devoted to philosophizing on the human experience.       
Janus: the Horror of Identity + Structure as Meaning 
The title of my novel, Janus, is a reference to the Roman entity of the same name who is always 
depicted as having two faces: one which looks forward, to the future; another which looks back, 
toward the past. In addition to embodying this past-present dichotomy, Janus is the god of 
beginnings and of doorways.  These ideas form the basis of my novel’s structure. The story 6
consists of both past and present-day narrative strands, as well as being told from the first-person 
perspective of one protagonist and the third-person perspective of another. Looking in both 
directions allows the characters to consider who they have been as it relates to who they are 
becoming. Identity is the most prominent theme of Janus, a theme which cannot divorce itself 
from time. As humans there is a constant attempt at reconciliation between our past and present 
selves, which I endeavor to reproduce in the novel.  
 I should’ve said that to them. I should’ve told them all and made sure 
she was around to hear it. I love you. I’ll never stop. I never did. Please 
forgive me. Instead, I separated myself from her, at least and especially 
 “All Nobel Prizes in Literature”. Nobel Foundation website.5
 “Janus”. Encyclopaedia Britannica.6
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when other people were around. I longed for the touch of her skin, but 
wouldn’t allow myself the pleasure. Not when so many would twist the 
beauty of us into something horrible. It never mattered before, what other 
people thought of us. But seeing their reactions that day tainted who I’d 
thought we were.  7
The primary protagonist, Jill, lives in constant shame of the dissolution of her emotional bond 
with her twin sister, Jane, for which she blames herself. Jane lives with the constant need to 
prove how powerful she has become in contrast to the extreme sensitivity and perpetual 
victimhood she experienced as a child at the hands of her peers, her father, and in a subtler way, 
her sister. Time is the doorway through which the two women view themselves, clinging, each in 
her own way, to the past. In the tradition of Stephen King, the supernatural element only serves 
to magnify preexisting domestic and psychological issues already plaguing the characters. 
Chapter One of my thesis will consider how placing the emphasis on a character’s personal 
history and personality complicates the question of blame (i.e. who is to blame for the conflict 
experienced in the story), which in turn inspires empathy in the reader, and how this stands in 
direct contrast to the pulp horror of the 60s, 70s, and 80s, in which the source of “blame”, or 
horror, is wholly external. 
 Features of Toni Morrison’s Beloved are also mirrored in Janus; most notably, the 
palpable link between narrative structure and meaning. Chapter Two of this thesis will 
investigate Morrison’s use of apophasis, or the expression or emphasis of an idea through its 
denial or negation, in her work. For the purposes of this thesis “denial or negation” will equate to 
absence; in other words, details which Morrison either chooses to exclude or obfuscate in the 
telling of Beloved only become more conspicuous via their absence. Most often, the details 
excluded are either gruesome — as in the memory of Sethe murdering her child — or tragic — 
as in Paul D.’s memory of Sixo’s shooting and the emotional trauma it caused. As we will see, 
these exclusions are not born of neglect, but of each character’s desire for privacy. What they 
choose to share with, and hide from, one another is directly linked to the progress and continued 
 Gianni Washington, Janus. 2017, p. 318.7
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health of their relationships with one another. And what they hide from themselves reveals to the 
reader what each character is hoping to escape. In Morrison’s tale of an institutional form of 
violence which could only beget more violence (i.e. slavery), conventions of horror — ghosts, 
torture, murder — are subverted and juxtaposed against poetic musings on the human condition. 
This results in a story which is all the more horrific because, with a narrative that constantly 
mines the past instead of driving relentlessly onward, the reader becomes trapped inside each 
character’s personal hell.  
 The past is essential to the telling of Janus in much the same way, as it is largely through 
memory that the reader comes to know each character. However the privacy of thought is 
achieved by limiting the chief protagonist’s perspective rather than through the active exclusion 
of details by a character from their own perspective. The vast majority of information about 
Jane’s childhood is given to the reader through the lens of her sister Jill’s memories. Though 
Jill’s memories are recounted in the first person, there is no first-person account of Jane’s 
experiences in either the past or present sections of the novel. As H.P. Lovecraft states in his 
essay “Notes On Writing Weird Fiction”, “Horror and the unknown or the strange are always 
closely connected.”  In fact much of horror fiction relies upon the introduction of some unknown 8
— a monster or spirit, unexplained happenings, etc. — to an otherwise ordinary world as the 
catalyst for events, inspiring terror in characters and readers alike. Thus, concealing the inner life 
of Jane, a serial murderer with supernatural abilities, from both her sister and the reader is 
intended to induce fear as well as compel the reader to read on. 
Into the Unknown 
It is my intent with the creative and critical components of this thesis to contribute to the closure 
of the gap separating genre and literary fiction. By examining the differing goals of each, I hope 
to make a case for the two genres functioning as a unit in literature which, when combined as 
such, is capable of interrogating the full scope of human experience. Focusing our attention only 
on the thrilling or the fantastic, or conversely, daily life in the emotional aftermath of the most 
impactful events of our lives, would leave us with an incomplete bank of self-knowledge. 
 H.P. Lovecraft, “Notes on Writing Weird Fiction”. The H.P. Lovecraft Archive website. 8
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Continuing to challenge our own perspectives by not only refusing to restrict the kinds of media 
we consume, but by refusing also to limit those who create by assigning only certain categories 
of value to their work depending on its genre, will give literature of all kinds license to grow and 
transform unendingly. It is my hope that the work I present to you now will be a significant step 
along the path of perpetual literary growth. 
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My story is not a pleasant one; it is neither sweet nor harmonious, as invented stories are; 
it has the taste of nonsense and chaos, of madness and dreams — like the lives of all men 
who stop deceiving themselves. 
      — Hermann Hesse, Demian 
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Prologue  
 Don’t tell me — I know exactly how it starts.  
 He gets out of bed when his wife should be asleep. But of course she isn’t, and of course 
he couldn’t care less one way or the other; his mind is elsewhere. He strides down the short 
hallway toward our bedroom door just as I crest the stairs with a glass of water in my little brown 
hands. The robe of moisture wrapped around the outside makes it easy for the glass to slip from 
my fingers once I realize what’s happening. I run to the door, but the heel of his broad, warm 
palm meets my forehead and pushes me away. I fall backward, but my legs are still marching 
ahead in an effort to beat him to the door. One foot lands on the glass and I roll off it like a 
clumsy bear on a log. The back of my head smacks the wall and I slide down.  
 My eyes keep trying to shut, but I don’t let them. Instead, I crawl to the closed door and 
pull myself up using the splinters in the rough wood digging into my hands to climb. I try to turn 
the doorknob. It’s locked. I knock on the door as if the room isn’t mine. But he’s the one who 
doesn’t belong, not me. I can hear furniture shuffle and screech against the floorboards on the 
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other side of the door and I imagine black clouds gathering, ready to burst their swollen bottoms 
onto the world below. I press my ear to the door and hear fabric tearing. No, don’t, she says. 
Stop, she says. More struggling. The slap of flesh on flesh. Why, she says, sobbing wet and 
snotty. The volume of her screams jumps suddenly from low to high, like when you catch sight 
of a news report you just can’t miss so you hurry to turn the dial and the well-coiffed anchor’s 
voice goes from a whisper to a shout. I bang on the door because I don’t want to hear what’s 
coming next. I don’t need to tune in. I don’t need to be told. I just need to break this door down 
and get into my bedroom. Our bedroom. I need to get back to her.  
 I cross the short width of hallway to the wall I just cracked my skull against. I rest my 
backside on it and prepare to run. Maybe I should just stay here, I think for one awful second. I 
am immediately ashamed. I jam my butt and one foot against the sheets of soft pink roses pasted 
to the wall, then push off towards my bedroom, shoulder first. When I hit the door, the pain is 
passed like a present from nerve to nerve until every single one’s had its share. My body, a 
beaten gong, shivers. I heard a crack when I plowed into the door that might have been bone, but 
I choose to believe it was the wood giving way. 9-year-old girls can be strong and I am. I’m the 
one who beat Eli Smithson to a pulp for calling my sister a stinkweed.  
 She’s still wailing in there, and every once in a while I catch her choking on the snot 
sluicing down her throat. With every wretched sound that falls against my ears, my heart aches. 
She’s trying to use her raw, sticky esophagus as a trumpet but he stoppers her mouth and she 
coughs around whatever he’s shoved down her. It’s himself. Know how I know? I saw it in a 
movie at Eli’s house after I’d proven myself formidable enough to hang with him and his friends. 
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We were huddled around the TV in the basement and his parents weren’t home. There was one 
woman and three men. A hairy guy held her mouth open and shoved his thing into her over and 
over until she cried, but he wouldn’t stop. The remaining stooges occupied the holes in her other 
end. All at the same time. With their hands they slapped, pinched, and twisted what was left like 
they were checking how fresh she was. Since I was the only girl, one of Eli’s dumb friends 
pointed at the woman, laughed and said “That’s you, Jill.” I pounced on him but didn’t know 
why, punching and kicking until my muscles screamed for oxygen. The other boys didn’t do 
anything. They couldn’t decide whether to watch their friend lose his teeth or the orgy on TV. So 
they stayed right where they were, eyes bouncing back and forth between the tears and spit on 
screen and the blood spattering the floor beneath us. It was all the same anyway; an exercise in 
dominance. And the one happening behind my bedroom door ain’t new. This isn’t the first time, 
but the last, although we don’t know it yet. She’s had her fill of him. Of Mama. Of us all.  
 I try so hard to get in and stop it. I beat my fists bloodier and bloodier, stamping quick-
curdling, red waxing moons onto the brown wood. In the end, it’s quiet. He opens the door and I 
fall, face first, onto the hand-woven welcome mat we keep just inside the doorway. My sister and 
I made it together in our 3rd grade art class using scraps of soft cotton t-shirts and glitter glue. I 
squeeze my eyes shut tight and keep pounding the floor until the snail shell curl of my fists goes 
numb. I bite down on the felt “O” in “Welcome” and scream. He steps over my writhing body 
into the hallway. I push myself up, grab his ankle and stare, hoping he’ll look me in the eye and 
reveal something. We’re yours. We came from you. Why? And he does look at me, though I can’t 
make anything out. Shadows lurch across his face at bizarre angles, called into high relief by the 
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harsh nudity of a single, hanging bulb in our hallway. He shakes my pygmy fingers from his leg. 
Then, just barely, his eyelids droop in weary satisfaction… and he smiles. 
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Chapter One 
 Three knocks, three seconds apart. A delicate pecking. He takes a long swig of gin from 
the bottle on the nightstand. It’s his first time with one of the Jameson Road girls, but he’s heard 
good things. All of them fragile as Waterford crystal, and broken already. Malleable, willing — 
just what he liked. It’s too much trouble dealing with a woman who comes with a list of “don’t”s. 
He’s a busy man after all, with no time for wrestling stubborn tent poles into the ground that turn 
this way and that. He just wants release without struggle. And here it is.  
 Brown eyes with vivid, veinless whites meet his when the door swings open. He takes her 
in from top to bottom. Beads of sweat decorate a wide flat forehead. Her avian shoulders slouch 
her silhouette into an “M” that tapers down to narrow ankles. About 70% of her is legs. Skin the 
rich, copper color of clay seems to sparkle beneath the cheap hotel lighting as if mica were 
embedded throughout the scape of her, winking up at him. Average height, but a waif. There is 
nerve to her, though — evident in the way she holds his gaze without blinking — and this 
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arouses him. A bit of fight is OK. Hell, it makes things more interesting. As long as she doesn’t 
push it, or him, too far. 
 He grabs her neck and walks backwards into the room, pulling her inside. She smiles as if 
there were nowhere else she’d rather be. He covers her mouth with his and winds his long tongue 
about hers. Gripping her hair in both fists, he nips at her neck and chest, only moving one hand 
to tear the thin cotton shirt from her body. Her breasts dangle, braless, and he bites into each like 
apples. A small cry of euphoria or anguish leaves her. He fumbles to undo his belt and zipper. 
Once he frees himself, he wastes no time putting all his weight onto her slight shoulders and 
forcing her to kneel. Squeezing her cheeks against her teeth makes her open her mouth just wide 
enough to get himself inside.  
He doesn’t wait for her to get going. Push. Pull. Push. Pull. Until her mouth catches up, 
taking the shape of him, and she breathes in. His eyelids flutter above eyes that roll like ecstatic 
marbles from the joy of it. She nibbles at him and it sends him soaring. He pushes so far in, he is 
down her throat, and unloads. She gags and pulls away, getting a mouthful of him, which she 
spits onto a carpet already mangy with soiled footprints and spilled wine. He puts all his strength 
into slapping her beautiful cheek with his open palm. Her skull hits the floor and bounces once. 
She looks up at him with that same fire he’d noticed at the door. No… there’s more to this look 
than the one he saw earlier. He recognizes the thing her stare contains from memories of nearly 
everyone he’s ever known. Hatred. He’d seen it burning in other folks’ eyes — men and women 
— but he feels no shame because they’d all gotten what they deserved; this puss was no 
different. She’d take what he gave and gladly. It’s her job, and anyway he’s the one holding the 
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cash. She seems to remember this herself and instantly softens her expression into one of 
complete serenity. She scoops up some of his spunk with her finger and licks it, grinning. 
“That’s more like it,” he says, pulling her from the floor by her slender neck. He keeps 
his hold on her until he feels what he’s been waiting for: the rise and fall of her throat muscles as 
she swallows. There can only ever be one person in charge. Tonight that’s him, and she knows it 
now if she didn’t before. 
He pins her to the nearest wall, plucking at her undies before shoving them down to pool 
at her feet. He kicks the jumble of their shed clothing into a corner, then lifts her by her thighs. 
She assists by spreading her legs wide to accommodate him. He plugs into her and rests his 
forehead against the wall, his chin inches above her shoulder. His movements are rough, but she 
makes no noise — just shuts her eyes and lets him do what he likes. It can’t feel good to her. 
Then again, it probably stopped feeling good a long time ago. His butterfly under glass hums, 
rolling the back of her head from side to side along the wall as he pumps. He’s got a good 
rhythm going now and can feel himself reaching the end. She chuckles to herself. 
“The end. That sounds about right,” she says.  
He stops, mid-stroke, and stares at the wall inches from his nose. He could’ve sworn he’d 
only thought the words. Perhaps, in the throes of ecstasy, he’d muttered it without meaning to. 
“You didn’t say it with your mouth, sweetheart,” she whispers, turning her face toward 
his cheek. “But I heard you all the same.” 
!21
He breaks into a sweat which seems to trickle from forehead to foot almost as soon as it 
appears. His stomach starts to wind into a vile, throbbing knot. He doesn’t want to look at her. 
She takes the opportunity to walk her fingers along the curve of his clammy neck, making them 
skip and click their tips together. With her other hand, she jams a blade into the invisible seam 
where his neck and shoulder meet. At first he feels nothing but a blunt intrusion. A second later, 
the sting of where his skin split apart hits him and he drops her thighs as though he has been 
burned. He staggers backward but she keeps hold of the blade’s handle, wiggling it back and 
forth. He shoves her from him and the knife shifts painfully inside him. She hits the wall like a 
grenade and laughs. 
“The fuck d’you think you’re doing, you crazy bi—” He looks at her face and the words 
get caught on their way out. Her eyes are wide and show a swirl of black and white like the face 
of a hypnotist’s watch. The colors in her eyes drain perpetually into infinitesimal pinpricks. She 
regards him with the openness of an animal. The knife, still jutting from his neck, is all but 
forgotten. He begins to tear at what little clothing he still wears. Buttons pop from his shirt, 
ricocheting off the mahogany nightstand, a lamp, the plump untouched duvet. His fingernails dig 
bleeding stripes into his chest and arms. He falls to his knees and rakes his fingernails over his 
cheeks and eyelids, then moves on to his thighs as he rocks back and forth, repeatedly pressing 
his buttocks against his callused heels. He gathers carpet fibers in his fingers and yanks at them, 
shuddering. His skin feels stretched, like it might explode if he doesn’t find a place to let the air 
out in time.  
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She leans forward, smiling down at the frenzied man attempting to rip himself to pieces 
at her feet. Bits of his own skin and blood fill the small spaces beneath his fingernails. She 
shakes her head and tuts. He goes still. All at once, he slumps like he has been switched off, and 
lays his forearms flat atop his thighs. He raises his chin and turns his palms to the sky he knows 
he will never see again. Tears spill from his eyes and ride the line of his jaw before plummeting 
to the floor. She curls her fingers around the neck of a blue bottle resting on the nightstand and 
walks over to him, planting each foot with ceremonial slowness until her skirt brushes against his 
wet chin. She uncaps the bottle and anoints him, pouring the cool liquid onto his upturned face. 
Like magic, she produces the book of matches the hotel staff kindly left beside the ashtray on the 
nightstand. He hadn’t noticed her taking it, but what did that matter now? He hears the rough 
sound of a match struck to life. And then…  
Nothing.  
* * *  
  
 2,436 miles from here, my sister is burning a man alive. I lay on my back in a motel bed 
trying to focus on the cracks in the ceiling. My nerves squeal in pain and patches of my skin 
warp into something like the splitting, pulpy innards of boiled vegetables. The continents of 
inflammation do a slow crawl across my belly, meeting in the middle. I can hear his screams in 
my head. They blend with mine until I can no longer tell the two apart. The tears leaking from 
the corners of my eyes slide into my earholes, muffling the sound. The ceiling holds no solution; 
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I can’t even see it anymore. I shut my eyelids, clearing the space so the tears can start to fill up 
once more. I wish I was dead, like the priest I met earlier. Like this man is going to be. My 
clothes have already been torn from me, my body striped with trenches I made with my 
fingernails. I clutch at my blazing skin and dig my nails in deep but I can’t feel them. My locket 
is laying on my chest, a golden weight. Why. Why God. I know the scars from the scratches I 
gave myself will be the only new ones to form. When this man, whoever he is, finally dies, I 
won’t look like a spit-roasted pig anymore — my nerves will settle like they’ve been doused in 
milk, and my skin will go back to how it was before. Like nothing ever happened. 
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Chapter Two 
 As kids, we played lots of games. One of our favorites was called “Mirror, Mirror”. My 
hand against hers, palms first, then fingers tip to tip, we copied each other’s every movement.  
 “I like stinky puppy butts,” I’d say, stretching my right arm away from my side. 
 “I like stinky puppy butts,” she’d reply, stretching her left arm and stifling a giggle. The 
point of the game was to make the other twin laugh or sneeze or do anything the first twin hadn’t 
done. It was a fair game, though. Every motion was slow enough to be easily imitated. But the 
way the other moved and what gesture they were likely to make next was ingrained in each of us 
anyhow so the game was more like a dance lesson than a hardboiled competition.  
 I had come out of the womb first. I’d screamed into the sterile air and wouldn’t stop, even 
when the nurse put me into my mother’s arms. Jane’s entrance had been quiet, accompanied only 
by a single, soft caw. My baby bird baby sis.  
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 As we played, I’d lift my arm up into a wave and wait for her to do the same. She would, 
and I’d kiss her palm with mine. Then I’d wedge my fingers between hers. She’d let her fingers 
curl and rest on the back of my hand. And the game was over.  
 One Sunday morning as our game ended, Mama walked past our open door. She didn’t 
stop, but did turn briefly to blink once in our direction before heading to the kitchen. She liked to 
get all the way there before saying anything to us; probably to create the illusion that she’d been 
in there all morning, though we all knew that wasn’t true. 
 “Stop messin’ around up there and get dressed,” she said, with much clinking and 
clanging of pots for emphasis. Our mother thought shouting was a waste of oxygen, so she 
merely upped the decibels of her voice enough for it to carry while managing still to speak 
calmly. “You know your granny don’t like to be late.” A wooden spoon pinged the bottom of an 
empty skillet as if to say the empress has spoken. Jane and I were still in our sleep things — a 
pastel green nightgown with white lace at the collar for her, and a cotton, Batman pajama set for 
me. We’d gotten up early enough to shower and put our nightclothes back on for a while because 
we’d learned from experience that it was no fun at all to sit, stiff as cardboard, in our starched 
and pressed Sunday best for the two hours it actually took our mother to get ready. I looked at 
my sister, rolled my eyes and shrugged. She raised a hand to her mouth and seemed to be 
pushing the laughter back down into herself. When we were toddlers, our mother literally 
adorned herself with us — one child resting on each hip — relishing the stares identical twin 
girls garnered without fail or effort. In our matching sailor dresses, our tandem Halloween 
costumes, our hair parted uniformly but on opposite sides of our heads to indicate who was who, 
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there was no heart that would not melt at the sight of us. And no woman who would not speak 
sweet words sharp-edged with jealousy to our mother about how precious we were. And Evelyne 
Jeanette Warner drank up the admiration with glee, always leaving the house wearing a bright 
smile — whether we were in tow or not. But in the years since, her adoration of us waned and it 
was like she was in high school all over again, living with the horrific reality of parenthood 
looming thickly on the horizon, blotting out all hope of freedom or happiness.    
 I went to the dresser and rummaged through it. I pulled a kaleidoscopic polyester 
minidress from the bureau on my side of the room. It was an explosion of paisley flower petals in 
warm browns, bright pinks, cool blues, and a drop or two of mustard yellow. Jane pulled a face 
like a murder victim before the axe falls; a clear “no.” Mama let us choose our own outfits for 
church on the condition that the two of us matched. Our personalities had worn down our 
mother’s patience, but the novelty of twins in identical clothing hadn’t worn off just yet. My 
sister and I had one dresser each on either side of our room, nearest our respective beds. The 
equivalent of nearly every item in my dresser could be found in my sister’s. The exceptions were 
our pajamas and the shirts, skirts, and dresses my sister and I picked out whenever our 
grandmother took us back-to-school shopping. Grandma muttered often — but never low enough 
to escape our hearing — that we should be allowed to be ourselves once in awhile.  
 “Any fool could tell y’all related,” she’d say. “Don’t need to wear the same dang clothes 
all the time for people to know that. You’re twins! That’s cute enough as it is.” Then quietly, 
“Don’t know what your mama thinks about.”  
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 Jane clawed through the drawers in her dresser and pulled out a pantsuit — red with a 
custard colored, lily pad collar. I shook my head until my hair bounced from one ear to the other. 
I dug through my dresser one more time. I pulled out a coral colored dress, plain and A-line, with 
a bright white, Peter Pan collar and lace at the edge of the skirt. Jane smiled and nodded her 
approval. I’d picked a winner.  
 We swished down the short hallway and staircase in our matching dresses to the kitchen 
where small plates of toast and glasses of orange juice sat waiting. Our larger plates were empty, 
anticipating the warm burden of bacon, scrambled eggs with cheese, and liver mush. My sister 
and I sat in our chairs and swung our legs wildly. I kicked Jane in the shin with my patent leather 
shoe and she winced, then laughed. Ma gazed over her shoulder at us with one eyebrow raised. 
 “Enough,” she said. We stopped. I looked at the empty chair Daddy usually occupied and 
was about to ask where he was when our mother said, “He’ll be down.” She didn’t sound too 
concerned so I picked up my toast, already buttered, and bit into it. Jane jiggled her legs up and 
down but didn’t touch her toast.  
 “Your toast’ll be cold,” I said, spewing crumbs. She shrugged. 
 “I’ll put my eggs on it,” she said. Jane liked to wait until all the food was in front of her 
before she started eating. Ma took her time frying the liver mush. Jane’s desire to start eating 
only when all of her food was laid out before her was complemented by Mama’s habit of serving 
all meats and mains at once. My sister looked like a queen when her feast had finally been spread 
across the table, each plate in its designated place. My eggs went cold as I watched her. She was 
me, perfected. I ran through mud, pummeled jerks at school, tore my shirts and ripped holes in 
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my pants; she was the immaculate maiden whose honor I would gladly fight and die for. If 
anyone even looked at my sister the wrong way, they answered to me — often paying some vital 
part of themselves as penance: skin scraped free of a knee or arm, a tooth, hair tugged from the 
scalp. I collected until their debt had been cleared. She was worth everything and more. A 
thousand inert bodies I would lay at her feet, pile them into a pyramid and fit her throne on top. 
She was mine to protect. Mine to love. 
 Mine. 
 Our father made his slow way into the kitchen. He rubbed his smooth caramel-colored 
chin with the first three fingers of his right hand before walking up behind our mother and 
pressing himself into her. He bit the top of her ear and she moved her head away.  
 “Aw, c’mon baby,” he whispered. My stomach twisted into a knot. I felt strongly that I 
was viewing something not meant for me. He wrapped my mother in his overlong arms and 
grabbed handfuls of her until she had been squeezed all over. She pushed him away, but let her 
fingers lay beneath the flap where the buttons of his shirt were secured. She ran her hand down 
his chest then brought it back to the skillet’s handle.  
 “Sit down. I’ll make you a plate,” she said. She sounded like she was mad at him about 
something but wanted badly to forgive him. Jane and I had heard them the night before, 
whimpering, grunting, making the bedsprings wail. 
 “What’re they doing?” Jane had asked me one night, a year earlier, when we’d heard 
those sounds coming from our parents’ room. Her eyes were wide, staring at our closed door. I 
couldn’t be sure but I thought I knew, having watched adult videos in Eli’s garage a couple 
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weeks earlier. My privates felt squirmy, pulsing with blood and vibrating without my say-so. 
Neither of us had received any kind of “talk” from our parents about the birds and the bees yet; 
the closest was an admonishment from our grandmother when I told her I thought I loved Eli.  
 “Child, don’t say things like that ’less you talking ’bout your family,” she said. 
“Romantic love is a hard thing to put your finger on. People say it more times than they actually 
mean it.” 
 “Mama and Daddy love each other for real, though, right?” I asked, eager to be right 
about something. Grandma raised her eyebrows high, looking like her daughter, and said quietly: 
“I guess you could say that.” Jane and I were outside watching and sometimes helping her plant 
new okra in her backyard. I wore Grandma’s gloves while Jane sat with her legs crossed in the 
tire-swing, lazily twirling. Grandma plunged her uncovered hands into the dirt and dug a plot for 
the next seed. “I guess you could say they love each other,” she said. She didn’t look at me but 
instead kept her eyes trained on her hands, half buried in the damp earth.  
 At breakfast, I remembered my talk with Grandma and questioned my own assertion. My 
father dominated like a rock wall, casting my mother deep in shadow. At first glance, she looked 
captivated by him, but underneath that was something that looked an awful lot like fear to me. 
What can a nine year-old know about love? Now that I’m older, I believe the answer to that 
question is as much as anyone else. I felt it for my sister, for my grandmother. I knew what love 
was supposed to feel like, what it should look like. But the way my mother and father were with 
each other disturbed the image of love that I held in my mind. And as unsure as I was of what my 
parents did feel for one another, I was just as unsure of what I felt for them.  
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 Daddy plunked down into his seat at the table. He always got more food than us. Country 
ham, hash browns, corned beef hash, and grits decorated his end of the table along with a plate 
full of what my sister and I were eating. Our father never spoke while he ate. He had, however, 
lately taken to eyeing each of us — my mother, my sister, and I — intensely between bites. He 
looked like a trapped animal and hunter both in those moments, eyes flitting onto each figure 
before resting on and boring into us all. That morning, I decided to ask the question that had been 
popping into my head more and more whenever my father was near.  
 “Daddy… Whatchu thinkin’ about?” 
 He had been watching Jane and chewing his bite of corned beef hash and grits like cud. 
Jane kept her eyes on her plate. Ma had been in the middle of making her own plate, but froze in 
the act. Apparently everyone in the room was interested in how he would answer. He pulled his 
eyes away from my sister and let them land on me. He stared so long without speaking that I 
started to feel exposed somehow. I took another bite of toast just to hear the sound of its crunch 
in my head. Daddy grabbed the toast from my hand and eclipsed my bite mark with his giant 
mouth. What remained when he’d done was less than half a piece of bread. I made a fist with my 
now empty hand. His eyes darted to it, daring me to fuss. I set my balled up hand down on the 
table without a sound. He winked at me and smiled, then shoveled a big forkful of eggs into his 
mouth. 
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Chapter Three 
 Our mother and father didn’t care much for church, but they went every Sunday to avoid 
Grandma’s wrath. I guess they figured a sermon directed at a room full of people was better than 
one directed solely at them. Jane and I were indifferent to religion, mostly because we didn’t 
understand much of what the preacher said anyway. Church was fun for us mostly because it was 
so bizarre. From the outside, the Baptist Church of Jesus Christ the Redeemer looked like 
someone’s rundown old house. The building was slatted with dirty, white vinyl siding and some 
of the strips nearest the ground were broken, their pieces bent away from the wall and planted 
diagonally in the surrounding weeds. Bay windows flanked the double doors in front and their 
thick, taffeta curtains were visible from outside. The curtain fabric was the bright, chemical 
orange of Cheetos and made me hungry whenever I saw it, even if I had just eaten. Grandma 
wasn’t waiting for us on the crumbling brick steps outside, so we headed indoors beneath the 
rounded arch of the entryway to find her. She wasn’t hard to spot. 
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 “There she is,” Jane yelped, pointing toward the front of the room. I followed my sister’s 
finger to a gigantic, purple bonnet with a burlap rose pinned to one side. Grandma was standing 
with one foot on the first step that led to the pulpit talking excitedly to her pastor, who trembled 
as he spoke. She always made it a point to stop at every garage and yard sale, thrift store, and 
lost & found box to search for the most outrageous hat she could find. Her collection of them 
grew by the day. Sometimes she let us choose for her because she said we had good taste. 
Today’s masterpiece had been a collaboration: she’d found the hat at Goodwill and we’d chosen 
the flower for her from a kiosk at the mall.  
 “Grandma!” I called, waving. My mother slapped my hand out of the air and squinted at 
me.  
 “We’re in a house of worship — hush!” 
 “Sorry,” I mumbled as Grandma looked in our direction. She smiled and waved back. It 
always made her so happy to have us at her church. She said she felt the holy spirit more strongly 
when surrounded by her family, that she could feel Him smiling down on us. Grandma pointed to 
a pew near the front. She always had us leave something of ours with her so she could put it in 
whatever seats she reserved for us and it wouldn’t be cheating, she said, because the jackets or 
sweaters in our respective seats actually belonged to us. We filed into our pew silently. I picked 
up the navy blue cardigan I’d lent to Grandma to hold my spot and sat down. The benches were 
built a bit high, so us kids had to hop up into them. We let our naked legs dangle and knock 
against one another while we waited for the service to begin. I was seated between my two 
favorite people, my sister and my grandmother. Ma sat on Jane’s right, and Daddy sat beside her 
at the end of the pew.  
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 “God is love,” the pastor began. Many an amen accompanied this declaration. His voice 
shook with passion. “And we embody His benevolence. We are made of God’s love. Galatians 
2:20 says: I have been crucified with Christ. It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me. 
And the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God who loved me and gave 
himself for me.” He was already sweating. The surge of emotion that burgeoned to the point of 
explosion in the room during each sermon was already swelling fast. Assents were shouted, 
murmured, screamed.  
 “We are the embodiment of Christ’s love,” he repeated, opening his arms to envelop the 
whole hall. “We belong to Him. We are of Him,” he said. 
 Yes, Lord! 
 Amen! 
 Praise Him! 
 “Thus our sins reflect poorly on him!” 
 Mm-hmm! 
 That’s right! 
 “So when the boss changes his mind ’bout that bonus you thought you had comin’ at 
work — !” 
 Yes, Lord! 
 “When that man or woman you was seein’ STOP seein’ somethin’ good in YOU — !” 
 Uh-huh!  
 Say it, Preacher! 
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 “When your blessings start drying up, you might wanna THINK! You might wanna ASK 
yo’self! Have I been living like JESUS would want me to! Have I been living as a representation 
of GOD’S love!” 
 More rose to their feet, unable to contain themselves. 
 “Or am I just actin’ out of selfishness?” 
 The air rang; the walls shook. 
 “Do I deserve a place in HEAVEN? Or will I be in that OTHER place?” 
 The voices in the room rolled, thunderous, against every surface, as alive as those they 
burst from. My stomach started to hurt. I squeezed my sister’s hand until I couldn’t feel it 
anymore. 
 “So let us sing, church! Let us lift our voices towards Him to show Him that we are 
grateful!”  
 YES!  
 “That we recognize how he saves us with his love every single day!”  
 PRAISE Jesus!  
 Several of the flock that had yet to rise rocked back and forth in their seats as the pastor 
roared into the microphone tilted toward his lips at the podium. A woman from Grandma’s book 
club named Athenia got up and raised her arms into the air, shouting and stomping her arthritic 
feet. Her hair hung in ringlets laced with salt & pepper strands, which suited her well. Her curls 
shuddered beneath her honey-yellow hat, and the bangles looped about her wrists jangled in time 
with her heels hitting the floor. Beads of sweat dotted the reverend’s bald head, and I could see 
the beginnings of a dark blot of perspiration whenever he lifted his arms in exclamation. The 
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choir, who sat back a ways onstage in three tiered rows, got to their feet. Their white robes were 
either too large or too small depending on who you looked at, but no one gave any sign of 
discomfort.  
 “My God, in Whom are All the Springs of Boundless Love!” the preacher bellowed, 
leaning so close to the podium he may as well have draped himself over it. “Sing with me, 
church!” 
 The choir members stood in unison. Not one held a book. I used to think how amazing it 
was that they had so many songs in their heads at the ready and had only to choose which they 
wanted to sing. They pursed their mouths tightly before opening them wide to let the melody 
escape. The choir rang each syllable dry, holding every note until the final, wispy shreds of it 
evaporated. 
 Grandma closed her eyes. I looked at Jane who watched our grandmother with palpable 
fondness, the same fondness I felt. Nearly everybody was on their feet. Some ducked their heads 
and hid their noses inside their open hymnals. Others held their empty hands to the sky and 
belted the words with more enthusiasm than the choir, their song books left to collect dust in 
their little wooden resting places at the backs of the pews in front of them. Grandma stayed 
seated, but bobbed her head back and forth and hummed. I assumed she was feeling the spirit, or 
was starting to anyhow. She clutched my hand in hers. Grandma’s hands were the youngest part 
of her. There were no ropey veins pushing against her skin, and her fingers had not yet gone 
crooked with age. But though her hands looked like they belonged to a young woman, they felt 
like a grandmother’s hands should feel: soft, warm, comforting. I was sure about absolutely 
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everything when I held them. Without looking, I grabbed my sister’s hand from where it was 
nestled in her lap and fit it into mine like a puzzle piece. I squeezed once; she squeezed back.  
 Back home, Jane and I went up to our room while Grandma and Ma talked in the kitchen. 
Daddy followed us up the stairs, but kept walking straight after we turned right and shut our 
door. He usually took a long nap every Sunday after church — said he needed to recharge after 
all that hoopin’ & hollerin’, not that he ever did any. It’s true though: just being in the presence 
of so much energy can drain you, which is why my sister and I had our own designated time for 
unwinding post worship. The church sang eight hymns in all that morning and the reverend 
shouted himself hoarse. At the end, when Daddy went over to shake his hand and thank him for 
the service, the pastor could only nod his head and whisper, Thank y’all for coming, his voice 
making an odd reappearance at the “a” in y’all before fizzling out completely.   
 I lay on my back in the middle of my bed. Jane sat cross-legged at the foot of hers, 
staring at the wall. Using my hands as pillows, I projected my memories of the service onto the 
ceiling’s stucco peaks and valleys. Image after image of frenzied adults thrusting their fists into 
the air, hopping up and down, arching their backs, and touching their own faces in awe unfurled 
from my overfull mind. I reckoned I could feel each muscle in my body relax with the passing of 
each remembered thing until I lay completely spent, staring at but not comprehending the 
blankness above me. When my eyes began to hurt and I couldn’t remember who or what I was 
anymore, I rolled them toward my sister. Jane sat stock-still, a statue of a girl come home from 
church now pondering God’s will for her life and the entry fee to heaven. Just then, she reminded 
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me of my father in that I had no idea what she was thinking. I knew her face, her body, her every 
move like I knew my own, but the inside of her head after church was a perfect mystery to me.  
 “Jane,” I croaked. My chin had been tucked awkwardly into my chest for the past half 
hour and my words seemed tucked into my throat. “Jane,” I said, louder this time. She turned her 
face toward me without shifting her body and peered through me like I was another wall. Her 
face was empty, blank. She looked unreal, like a wax figure you hoped against hope wouldn’t 
come alive. Then her eyes shifted and I saw myself come into focus.  
 “What?” she said. She could see me now, but I could tell I still didn’t register in her mind 
as a living thing. She blinked. “What’s the matter?” she asked, finally sounding like herself 
again. I considered how empty she’d looked only seconds earlier. How quickly that emptiness 
seemed to fill.  
 “Nothing,” I replied. 
 Our mother called upstairs to tell us Grandma would be heading home soon. Jane and I 
jumped out of bed and ran until we reached the living room where they sat on the sofa with two 
persons worth of space between them. Grandma held her arms open as we bolted into the room. 
My sister and I headed straight for her. When we reached her, we held onto her for dear life.  
 “Grandma, why you leaving so early? You not having dinner with us?” I asked, wearing 
as pathetic an expression as I could manage. Jane joined me in my puppy dog routine, but it was 
no use. Grandma chuckled. 
 “No, gals, I gotta get goin’,” she said. She knelt down and laid a childlike hand on each 
of our heads. Jane buried her head in the crook of Grandma’s neck; Grandma pressed her cheek 
into Jane’s hair in reply. I wrapped my arms around the both of them and hugged them as tightly 
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as I could. Grandma smelled like Midnight incense, her favorite to burn. Jane smelled like cocoa 
butter and so did I because our mother made us put it on every morning and evening to quench 
our eczema-ravaged skin. I kissed Grandma’s cheek and she squeezed us tighter. 
 “All this fuss,” Mama said. “Y’all act like your granny’s going to Alaska or something.”  
 “It feels that way sometimes,” Jane said, and I knew she meant it because I felt that way, 
too.  
 “Oh, my little sweet peas,” Grandma whispered, releasing us and looking at us in turn. 
“I’ll pick you up from school Wednesday. Then we can have dinner together. I’ll make whatever 
you want,” she said.  
 Jane and I looked at each other and screamed “YAMS!” at the top of our lungs.  
 Grandma leaned away from the noise, laughing. Ma shook her head. “Calm down,” she 
said. “Your grandma’s only got half an eardrum left as it is. You wanna kill that one, too?” 
 We apologized to our grandmother in unison, and she hugged us again.  
 “All right, now — I need to be headin’ on,” she said. She leaned forward and winced with 
the effort of pushing herself up from the couch. Jane and I each grabbed one of her arms and 
pulled her to her feet. “Thank ya kindly, dumplings,” she said to us, grinning. She made for the 
front door with the three of us trailing behind. “Wait,” she said, stopping in her tracks. “Where’s 
that husband of yours? I ain’t seen him since we got back.” 
 “He probably still napping,” Ma replied, waving away Grandma’s concern. “He won’t 
sleep through dinner, though, I can tell you. Man don’t miss no meals.”  
 We saw Grandma off with more hugs and waved until long after her car was a mere speck 
on the horizon. 
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 Back inside, our mother set to work seasoning the chicken she’d taken out to thaw in the 
morning. She told us dinner wouldn’t be ready for a while yet and to go play, but quietly so as 
not to bother Daddy. I led the way back to our bedroom and strode over to kneel at the wooden 
toy box painted red beneath our window. 
 “Can you unzip me?” Jane asked. We both still had our church clothes on. Dresses never 
stopped me having fun, but Ma got mad if we played too rough in our nice clothes. One time, I 
wore a dress to school because all my pairs of jeans and corduroys were dirty. At recess, I made 
an obstacle course with my friends and raced against two of them. Part of the course wove 
around the rose bushes that encircled the school. My dress got slashed by thorns right down to 
the skin but I emerged, bloody and victorious in the end. My triumph was short-lived. If I was 
too amped up to feel the thorns when they tore at me, I sure felt the sting of Mama’s belt that 
night when she whooped me for ruining the dress Auntie Phyllis had given me for Christmas. 
Since I ruined mine, Jane was banned from wearing hers because it was meant to be worn as a 
matching set and why hurt Auntie Phyllis by only using one when she’d wanted both of us to 
wear them? Nevermind that Grandma had offered to patch the holes. The two dresses wouldn’t 
be identical afterward and that, according to Ma, was the whole point.  
 I got up and walked over to my sister, who lowered her chin and held her hair away from 
the zipper so I could get to it. “Will you do mine next?” I asked. She nodded. After I slid the 
zipper to the middle of her back, I peeled one corner of the dress away and kissed her shoulder. 
She put the hand not holding up her hair onto my cheek, and tilted her head back to lay it against 
mine. We stood like that for a minute or more. Then I looked out the window. Daddy was there 
with his back to us, standing at the far edge of the backyard. He wasn’t moving, just staring at 
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the mush of orange, yellow, and pink that the sun had left in its setting wake. His silhouette was 
black against the wash of color painted across the sky. I let go of my sister and stepped around 
her towards the window. How did he get out there? I recalled hearing what I thought was a loud 
snore from the direction of our parent’s bedroom when we ran downstairs to see Grandma. The 
living room opened right onto the kitchen, and the sliding doors leading to the backyard were in 
the breakfast area. He would’ve had to pass us on his way outside.  
 “How’d he…” I muttered to myself. 
 “He went out the window,” Jane said. I turned around to look at her. “I’ve seen him do 
it,” she replied, my unasked question hanging from my mouth midway. I turned back to the 
window.  
 “When you see him do that?” I asked. Daddy didn’t move an inch while I watched him. 
 “That night I got up to ask for string-cheese,” Jane said.  
 The memory immediately sprang to mind. Jane rarely got up in the middle of the night, 
not even to use the bathroom. Her body operated on a fixed schedule. She woke up, peed, 
listened to the etiquette tapes Aunt Phyllis had given us with their sophisticated un-southern 
narrator (I’d conveniently lost my set), poked me in the face with an eraser until I woke up, ate 
breakfast, went to school, ate lunch, made a bowel movement directly after, went home, ate 
dinner, had a glass of water, peed, went to bed, and slept through the night. So my sister getting 
up in the middle of the night was enough to make the night stand out. Unused to the sound of 
movement from that side of the room at such an hour, I had awoken as soon as she turned the 
quilt back from her bed. She’d left the room and come back a few minutes later empty-handed, 
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so I’d just assumed Mama had said no to the string-cheese. Jane had never told me anything 
about Daddy climbing out a window.  
 “I walked up to their door and it was open a little,” she said. I watched the reflection of 
her lips move in the window pane. “I was gonna knock, but I felt like I shouldn’t, so I just went 
closer to the door. Mama was sleeping and the window was open,” she said.  
 “But how you know he—” 
 “I saw his hand let go of the ledge,” she said. “I thought about waking Mama up, but I 
didn’t.”  
 I continued to watch my father as Jane’s words sunk in. “How many times you think he’s 
done that?” I asked. 
 My sister’s reflection shrugged at me.  
 The sun was most of the way down, and my father began moving closer to the house 
without turning around. I cocked my head and leaned forward because I didn’t understand what I 
was seeing. I could’ve sworn he hadn’t turned around. As he got closer, I realized I’d been wrong 
all along; he’d been facing the house the entire time. He hadn’t been watching the sun set.  
 He’d been watching us. 
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Chapter Four 
 Jane has been back for hours. She lies awake in bed, contemplating the darkness outside. 
Her roommate is asleep, but she can hear the other girls coming and going beyond the closed 
bedroom door. She had escaped through a side exit from the hotel into an alley just as three 
firetrucks whizzed into view. In her dirty hand-me-downs, no one had taken any notice when she 
walked from between the buildings tailed by a homeless man. The growing crowd had accepted 
her into itself before closing ranks against the bum who followed behind. She walked to the 
center of the gawking sea of heads without elbowing anyone aside. From down there, she could 
see smoke spiraling from the broken window of Jeffrey’s room. His wallet, bulging with cash 
and a score of fake identification, was in the pocket of her skirt. Jason Eldrich. Andrew Ilya 
Noven. She stared up at the window silently while everyone else speculated about what had 
happened, who was inside, and how the fire had started. Terrance Holmes. Gerald van Houten. 
Men wheeled out a lump of blackened flesh that used to be someone. The only someone, as far 
as anyone knew, in the room. Phillip Gunn. Anton Facilier. She’d stared up at the window until 
!43
the crowds thinned and the smoke cleared. Of all the names he’d chosen to hide behind, she liked 
Jeffrey best.   
 The stars are out in full this evening, not a scrap of cloud between them. How lovely it 
would be to live someplace where the sky was not cluttered with the tops of buildings. Being in 
the room with Jeffrey as he cooked had been like standing beside a barbecue as the meat burned 
down to unrecognizable char. He smoked. He sizzled. His bones became visible briefly before 
splintering and breaking down. All his parts merged into a single flaming chunk. Jane had 
watched him until the heat got to be too much for her. She left the room, a scarf tied over her 
nose and mouth. People soon began poking their heads out of other rooms. She’d screamed for 
someone to call for help, stretching her face into a mask of anguish so the words would seem 
more credible. Though her expression was not clearly visible, Jane reasoned that it was like 
smiling while talking on the phone: people can hear it even if they can’t see it. No one asked 
questions; they simply ran for their lives. It did not matter that they had seen even part of her. 
When it came time to remember details, the skinny woman with clay-colored skin somehow 
always slipped through the cracks of memory.  
 Her roommate has synthetic braids that swing past her shoulders. Jane wants to cut them 
off and choke her with them until the girl’s eyes bulge. Jane’s roommate isn’t so bad, really. 
Mildly annoying. She wears bright colors and shouts more than she speaks. Everything about her 
is brash. Jane wants to mute her somehow. Calm the colors. Stifle the sound. The girl doesn’t 
have to die. If only the constant buzz around her would subside. Too much noise. But the girl is 
asleep, allowing Jane the luxury of one uninterrupted thought after another.  
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 The sheer curtains attached to the big window by her bed stop at the place where Jane’s 
futon starts. Robin’s Egg Blue, like the gauzy cloth found in nurseries for boys. Jane rubs the 
curtain fabric between her fingers and can hear the dull scratch of it just barely. The material 
makes her feel safe, “at home,” despite the water-warped ceiling tiles, the thick, matted carpet 
smeared with stains, the paint flaking from the wooden walls, and the rodents keeping house, 
unseen, but often heard skittering along the network of beams holding the building together. This 
is home, whatever that means. Honestly, the drapery’s soft promise creates memories of a 
comfort Jane has never truly experienced. The closest she had ever come to “home” was being in 
her grandmother’s arms. Or Jill’s. Jill, who loves her.  
 Jill, who won’t leave her alone.  
 * * * 
  
 I am lying on my back in a motel bathtub. I won’t let myself think about the yellow-
orange ring around its porcelain edge, or the manifold acts of grossness that I’m sure have taken 
place inside. I empty my mind of everything but the cool water covering my throbbing skin. The 
sensation of burning hit its climax, then died as suddenly as it came on. My skin is in shock now; 
it believes itself to be burning still and the echo of that feeling ripples across my nerve endings 
like wind through wheat fields. My body makes a V in the bathtub. My bottom sits where it sank 
when I climbed in. My face and ankles bob at the surface and the water laps at my ears. My 
cellphone is ringing, but I can’t be bothered with that right now. It can only be Bruno. No one 
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else has my number. He’s on his way here anyway, so he’ll have his explanation soon enough. 
For now, I just want to float.  
 I thought the priest would give me trouble, talk to me about God and how his murder was 
not part of His plan. But he didn’t make a fuss. Turns out he was in no position to. He almost 
made me believe. I picked the lock to his room, which was standard issue. No highfalutin suites 
or frilly extras for him. He was a humble man. When I wandered in, it looked as though the room 
had just been scrubbed by the hotel staff. The bed was perfectly made. Straight lines everywhere. 
The sheets were tucked like envelopes, tight — flawless. Every surface was clear of anything 
extraneous. No stray glasses, half empty. No napkins, balled up with saliva and bits of food 
kissed into them. No jacket slung over the desk chair. The only evidence that the room was in use 
could be found in the closet. Eight identical cassocks hung pristine, awaiting their day of 
employment. It made me feel a bit more important in my duty. I needed to watch my step, be 
careful not to leave anything behind. Slinking was necessary. Tiptoeing. I opened the closet and 
fit myself inside, sitting on the floor between cassocks because even I, the decider of this man’s 
fate, did not care to disturb the beauty of their alignment.  
 It was almost two hours before I saw him. He swiped the keycard and pushed the 
doorknob after the telltale buzz. I left the closet door slightly ajar so I could view him in his 
natural state. He laid the satchel he carried onto the empty desk chair, then stood before the 
mirror opposite his bed and uttered prayer after prayer. He spoke slowly, his voice relaxed and 
robotic. The words sounded worn; clearly spoken often. I couldn’t understand all of what he said 
because the black cloth of his wardrobe bookended my ears. But he was content, that much was 
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clear in the simple ease of his lips as they formed the words. In the slope of his shoulders as he 
stood, hands folded around the lip of an open drawer. He felt happy. Safe. And I felt evil, because 
my role was to snatch the tablecloth out from beneath his pyramid of champagne glasses. 
 With the last word of the last prayer uttered, he stepped sideways toward the desk to 
retrieve something from his satchel. He rummaged so deeply I could hear his fingernails scrape 
the bottom of the canvas bag. When his hand finally emerged from the depths, it held a palmful 
of tissue paper with something inside. He peeled the paper back with gentle fingers. Like a 
blooming flower, it opened to reveal an oversized butter-yellow china teacup, already on its 
saucer, that looked like it belonged on the Mad Hatter’s table. He sat the cup down in front of the 
dresser mirror and bent over the satchel a second time. This time, he pulled out a bundle of cloth 
I’d watched a fellow man of God pass discreetly into his possession while observing him earlier 
in the day. It was twisted and tied closed at the top. He removed the string securing it and laid his 
treasure beside his tea cup. Leaves of every size lay in a pile in the middle of what I realized was 
a handkerchief. He also removed a small, round tin; the kind usually filled with vaseline or lip 
gloss. The contents of the tin rattled when he laid it beside the pyramid of leaves. He flipped the 
switch on the miniature coffee brewer beside the dresser. Then we waited, he and I, for the water 
he’d poured in to boil.  
 I lower the top half of my body into the tub until my open eyes are underwater. My 
kneecaps are mountaintops, catching the cold draft swirling about them. I watch them at their 
altitude, expecting snow drifts to eventually obscure them one slow-built layer at a time. 
Something passes through the air above me. A hand, delicate as a small bird, is waving to get my 
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attention. I surface and the water slides off me in either direction. She’s beside the tub bending 
toward me, hands clasped behind her back, giggling — a little girl again.  
 “Jane?” 
 Her lips part into a smile overwhelmed by two seemingly endless rows of white teeth. 
They jostle in her mouth like a crowd of loose pearls as she stretches her lips. Water sloshes out 
of the tub as I lean in her direction. My chest feels like it’s going to explode. She takes a small 
step backward, shaking her head. She offers her hand to me, and I reach. She laughs. 
 She disappears. 
 The priest arranged the leaves inside his teacup with care. He gave a small nod of 
approval when he was finished, then pried the top away from the tiny, metal tin. Making his 
fingers into tweezers, he pinched out a rose red pill and set it down beside his meticulously 
prepared cup of leaves. A short, shrill beep rang through the silent room. I watched the priest’s 
reflection take a second to delight in this small task completed without error, each corner of his 
mouth drawing up in the slightest of smiles. I pictured the leaves buckling and darkening as he 
poured the steaming liquid over them. While the leaves steeped, he sat on the edge of his 
studiously kept bed, staring at himself in the mirror. I had the sudden conviction that he made his 
own hotel bed and that the maids were in a perpetual state of sheepishness because of the utter 
lack of anything to do whenever they entered the room. Something beeped three times in quick 
succession. He picked up his phone and pressed a button, silencing the alarm he’d set, then stood 
up and walked over to his teacup.  
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 The air in the room pressed in all around us — me, in the closet; him, staring into the cup 
he now held with both hands. Even without finery or excess, the priest’s every action dripped 
with ceremony. He raised the cup to his lips and pressed his mouth against its hot porcelain shape 
before lifting the now blessed vessel as high as he could, staring through the ceiling into his 
chosen deity’s eyes. He held his arms above him for a full minute. When his limbs began to 
tremble with fatigue, he lowered the cup down to the dresser, but did not let go of it. He gazed at 
his reflection again. I watched the cup, hoping to witness with my own eyes the instant steam 
stopped curling into the air. He put the pill on his tongue, reeled it into his mouth and clamped 
his teeth shut. He sipped enough from his brew to help the pill go down, then returned to the foot 
of the bed, cup in hand. He rolled his eyes to the ceiling once more and drank the contents of the 
cup without stopping. He didn’t wince once as he gulped the searing liquid down. When he was 
finished, he walked the cup to the bathroom and rinsed it. It was so quiet, I was able to hear the 
muffled squeak of the hand-towel against wet china as he dried the cup. Then he sat down on his 
bed one final time. 
 “I know you’re there,” he said.  
 My stomach clenched; I didn’t move. 

 “Speak to me,” he pleaded. Seconds passed. As I opened my mouth to reply, he said: “I 
really need your guidance, Father.” I pulled my hand back from the closet door and exhaled a 
slow breath through my nose. He lay back where he sat, knees bent at right angles, feet on the 
floor. He closed his eyes and hummed. I pushed the door open a bit farther and watched the small 
peak of his nose appear and disappear as he lolled his head back and forth on the mattress like a 
child. When next he opened his eyes and whispered in awe, “There you are,” I caught on. He was 
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tripping on something. He stretched his arms toward the ceiling and made his voice soft with 
reverence. “There is so much turmoil in my heart,” he said. “I thought I understood the burden of 
being your messenger, but it’s so much harder than I thought —” He paused to let his invisible 
companion interrupt. “Yes, yes, I know that. You’re absolutely right, of course. Not once have I 
forgotten what a privileged position this is,” he said with an edge of exasperation. It was as if he 
and God were old college roommates who held memories both fond and infuriating of one 
another. But the good ones outnumbered the bad — only just — and so they kept in touch. The 
priest puckered his lips and strained his neck forward, made a wet noise as though he’d kissed 
God’s bejeweled knuckles, and let his head fall back against the duvet. I wish I could have seen 
his face then. No doubt his pupils had eclipsed his irises completely. At that moment, he was 
privy to all the minutia of our galaxy. I envied him. 
 Their conversation lasted about twenty minutes. When it was over, he turned onto his side 
and brought his knees as close to his chest as they would go. He closed his eyes and slept in that 
infant position, not stirring even once. I crept out of the closet and stood beside his bed. I 
watched him sleep for what felt like a long time. I bent down and touched his cheek with my 
fingertips. No movement except for his lungs and heart carrying on as they’d been designed to. 
He was a Frankensteinian amalgam of long eyelashes, a porous boulder of a nose, thinning hair 
dyed blonde, sparse black eyebrows, and a pointed chin prickly with the beginnings of black 
stubble. His pale skin felt like wet chalk, and his cheeks sunk past his teeth then inflated as he 
breathed.  
 I shot him in the head with a silenced gun.  
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 Smoke rose from his new third eye, and he continued to grin. I lifted his precious skull 
with my gloved hand, dug the bullet out of the mattress and transferred it to a sandwich bag the 
size of a business card. I got to my knees and put my face close to his. I laid the bullet’s 
container flat on his lips and kissed him from the other side of the plastic.  
 “Say hello for me,” I whispered, then felt silly for it. I lifted my chin to the dark grey 
ceiling. Painted in thin, glittering strokes of gold were stars, comets, and swirling galactic 
pinwheels that hinted at some great unknown. “Hello,” I said, and got no reply.  
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Chapter Five 
 “Eli Smithson?” 
 “Here.” 
 “Brandon Ross?” 
 “Here” 
 “Emily Vance?” 
 “Here.” 
 “Jane and Jill Warner?”  
 We said “here” at the same time, and Miss Fincher smiled a little like always. It thrilled 
her to hear us say things in unison. Jane and I sat side by side in the second row. The desks were 
arranged in a neat three by five rectangle. Trisha Lambley sat behind me and was kicking the seat 
of my chair. Some part of her body was always in motion. I don’t even think she realized it half 
the time. Next time her foot was beneath my chair, I made a cradle with my feet, caught her foot 
mid-swing, and pulled until she yanked it away. Her shoe came off. I kicked it behind me.  
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 “Today, we’re going to pick up where we left off with our chapter-by-chapter analysis of 
Lord of the Flies. Who can summarize chapter three for us?” Miss Fincher looked at each of our 
faces in turn as she spoke. Tommy Anchorage raised his hand. “Yes, Thomas.” Miss Fincher 
sidestepped in the direction of his desk, the last on the left end of our row. Tommy opened his 
book to chapter three. 
 “Um,” Tommy began. “Jack was bent double. Like a sprinter. The tree trunks an creepers 
that fes… fest… ooned themselves in a-green-dusk-thirty-feet-above—”  
 “OK now, Thomas,” said Miss Fincher, holding up her hand to stop him. “Do you 
remember what it means to summarize something?” Tommy started to nod his head yes, then he 
thought about it — blinking briefly off into the distance — and went from nodding his head to 
shaking it from side to side. “No,” Miss Fincher said, the I thought so lingering politely in her 
throat. She offered the question up to the rest of the room. “Can anyone tell us what it means to 
summarize something.” Eli raised his hand. Miss Fincher pointed at him. 
 “It means to describe somethin' without goin’ into detail about it. Like, if I saw a movie, 
and told a friend what it was about without telling ’em every single thing that happened,” he 
said. Eli enjoyed giving real world examples whenever he answered a question in class because it 
meant he could tell his after-school tutor with pride that he’d done so. Eli’s tutor encouraged him 
to link all factual data to something from his own daily life because it made the information 
easier to remember. His tutor was a girl from the high school who lived two doors down from 
him and had breasts bigger than her own head. He did whatever she told him to. 
 “Exactly right, Eli,” Miss Fincher said, tapping the tip of her nose to signal that he’d 
answered correctly. “Thank you. So for our purposes, giving a summary of the chapter would not 
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mean giving the details of every sentence. Assuming you’ve read the chapter — and you all are 
good students, so I know you have,” she said with more than a little hope, “reviewing the chapter 
line by line shouldn’t be necessary. Now, who can give me a summary of chapter three?” Jane 
raised her hand. Miss Fincher opened her mouth and closed it again like a fish before nodding at 
my sister. Jane seldom spoke in class, but when she did, her answers to questions were often 
followed by questions of her own that our teacher wasn’t prepared to answer.  
 “In chapter three, Ralph becomes leader of the group, with Jack as his lieutenant.” Miss 
Fincher raised her eyebrows at the use of such advanced vocabulary; she nodded appreciatively. 
“Piggy keeps trying to help, but everyone just makes fun of him and tells him to shut up,” Jane 
said, her voice small. Miss Fincher frowned, but seemed unaware of it. Jane continued, “Ralph 
tries to encourage everyone and make them like him and trust him by telling them they’re sure to 
be rescued, so in the meantime they should just have fun. He tells them they could have fun and 
help themselves get rescued at the same time by making a fire. A little boy tries to tell them about 
a beast on the island, but no one but Piggy really listens to him.” Jane paused and looked down at 
her desk. “They all run off up the mountain to make the fire. They even leave Ralph behind. I 
think that’s a bad omen,” she says. “They aren’t gonna keep listening to him for long I don’t 
think. Jack seems to want to be the leader. He kept telling Piggy to shut up. After they stole his 
glasses to make the fire. After he reminded them there were other things they needed to do, like 
make shelters. He was right, but no one wanted to listen. Not even Ralph. Piggy thinks Ralph is 
his friend, but Ralph just wants to be liked by the other kids. The fire they made died, but then 
everything else started to burn.” The room was silent. Miss Fincher leaned forward knowing 
more was coming; she looked like she just wanted to get it over with. Jane knew Miss Fincher 
!54
didn’t like answering her questions, so she didn’t ask until prodded. Jane looked Miss Fincher in 
the eye. “Why is Ralph treating Piggy like that? He was his friend at first, but now he treats him 
like everybody else does. It’s not fair.” She looked like she might cry. I put my hand on her arm, 
and she looked back down at her desk.  
 “Because he’s a whiney crybaby like you,” Emily Vance whispered loud enough for 
everyone to hear. A bunch of kids giggled.  
 “Shut up, Emily,” Tommy said, turning in his seat to glare at her. 
 “Why don’t YOU shut up, Dumbo? Don’t even know what a summary is,” Emily 
retorted. She read the first words of the chapter in a slow, dull voice, crossed her eyes and let a 
string of drool roll down her chin. The kids sitting around Emily shook with laughter. Tommy 
went red and turned back around in his seat. He snuck a glance at my sister, then stared straight 
ahead at the chalk board. Miss Fincher shushed everyone as she focused on how she would 
answer Jane’s question. As she gazed into a far corner of the room, I locked eyes with Emily. She 
shrugged before wiping her mouth and snickering behind a coyly placed hand. I heard a soft 
plunk nearby. Tears fell one at a time from my sister’s eyes. She kept them trained on the top of 
her desk and watched as the liquid dots closest to one another merged into something larger and 
wetter. I looked back at Emily, my face like stone. She stopped laughing. I let one corner of my 
mouth rise in a sinister grin. She looked away.  
 “That’s a good question, Jane,” Miss Fincher said, seeming to settle on an appropriate 
reply. Her voice fluttered with good will. Jane clenched her fists. Miss Fincher’s soft words must 
have been like stabs to the heart. “In a situation like the one in this story, where there are no 
adults, the children have to establish dominance amongst themselves until one emerges as the 
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leader, or the best adult-stand-in. Piggy has great ideas, but because he’s not as…” her eyes fled 
our waiting stares as she searched her mind for the right word. “… not as charismatic as Ralph, 
the other kids aren’t as accepting of him.” Miss Fincher nodded to herself, clearly satisfied with 
her own response. 
 “So it’s his own fault no one likes him,” Jane whispered. Miss Fincher didn’t hear. 
 “Choosing the most charming, popular, or seemingly interesting person as leader can 
sometimes work out for the good of the group. But it can also be a bad idea, as we will soon 
see,” Miss Fincher said, adding an ominous cast to the last few words. “And as you so smartly 
pointed out, Jane,” she added with a smile my sister refused to acknowledge.   
 Jane nodded without looking up. She didn’t want to speak, I knew, because she was 
worried she’d start weeping full-force. Then everyone would laugh, or worse: they’d look away, 
embarrassed for her. I didn’t try to comfort her anymore; it would only have made things worse. 
But I did watch her. When she finally slid her gaze in my direction, I gave her a soft smile. She 
looked away and so did I. A minute later, I felt her hand on my wrist. She still wouldn’t look at 
me, but she stroked my arm twice with her thumb before pulling away. Her way of saying thank 
you. 
 Recess came in what felt like the blink of an eye. Clouds of dust whorled above the 
playground, kicked up by running heels. The jungle gym teemed with fourth and fifth-graders, all 
vying for a square of their own to fit their bottoms into or a bar on which to stand. I stood in the 
grass just beyond the play area moving my eyes from one face to the next. Eli walked over. He 
looked at me, then squinted across the playground. 
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 “What’re you looking for?” he asked. I turned my face toward his and raised my 
eyebrows. “Oh, no,” he said.  
 “Oh, yes.” 
 “C’mon, Jill. She didn’t mean it.” I opened my eyes as wide as they would go and stared 
at him. “OK, she probly did,” he conceded. “But who cares? Hardly anyone even likes her. Eddie 
said he went to her birthday party, and her whole house smelled like dirty diapers.” Emily Vance 
had two infant siblings. Twins, but not the kind that looked alike. Lots of people talked about 
how her parents couldn’t keep their place clean. I’d even heard Eli’s mom tell someone on the 
phone that she began breathing through her mouth the instant she starts up the Vance’s front 
steps.  
 “If I let her get away with it, she’ll think she can just say whatever she wants,” I said, still 
scanning the crowd. Bingo. She was at the edge of the forest with a sixth grade girl. They were 
plucking caterpillars off trees and putting them in a jar. “She gotta learn,” I said. Out of the 
corner of my eye, I saw Eli nod. 
 Jane sat at one of the picnic tables near the backdoors of the school with Tommy. He 
liked her a lot and always brought novels from his parents’ bookshelf to school for her to read. 
She was his personal audiobook. That day he sat by her side, goo-goo-eyed, as she read from 
Heart of Darkness. She would read a few pages, then they’d talk about what the words might 
mean. He thought Jane was the smartest thing on two legs. She was certainly the smartest among 
us, and he trailed her from the minute we arrived at school each day. Tommy wasn’t very bright, 
which was kind of a sore spot for him, but he was kind. He always stuck up for my sister, albeit 
in a more… diplomatic way than I did. Jane looked up as Eli and I strode across the sand toward 
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Emily. Tommy’s eyes never left my sister’s mouth. When she saw where I was headed, she held 
my gaze, pleading silently, Don’t. I looked away.  
 Fortunately, the sixth grader with Emily was Addison Parker. Her gigantic crush on Eli 
was common knowledge. Lots of girls had one. But despite interest from older girls — not to 
mention his tutor, Big Boobs McGee — Eli was my Tommy. I gave a curt nod and he peeled 
away to make for the trees that stood closer to the school building. He bent the tip of a branch 
down gingerly. A caterpillar slunk toward him at a lazy pace. He pulled its sticky feet from the 
branch and placed the creature into his open palm. Addison’s eyes bulged as she wandered over 
to him in a trance. “You like caterpillars, too, Eli?” she asked in awe. He pulled his attention 
away from the insect with feigned difficulty and let a grin spread across his face, crinkling his 
sea-blue eyes. All the blood in Addison’s body rushed to her head. Emily’s mouth hung open a 
bit as she watched Addison float over to Eli. Emily was like a forgotten figment of Addison’s 
imagination. 
 “What the hell, Addie?!” Emily called, throwing up her hands in question. She thought 
cursing made her sound cool — like maybe if she flung the word “bitch” around a few times, 
we’d all forget what her house smelled like. Lucky for her, none of the teachers heard over the 
general recess ruckus. I walked up behind her. 
 “Don’t worry, Emily,” I said in a low voice. She whipped around, her eyes as big as 
satellite dishes. I plastered on a smile. “You still got me.” 
 Her eyes darted toward Addison and Eli and the cogs in her brain began to turn. The two 
of them ambled back to where the other kids were playing with Eli sending Addison into 
hysterics all the while. Her laughter was like a police siren. All eyes, including those of the 
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teachers, were glued to her whenever she got going. Emily’s eyes met mine and I watched with 
immense satisfaction as understanding transformed her features. At that moment,  the attention of 
our peers and teachers was elsewhere. She swallowed hard. “Look, stay away from me, all 
right?” she said. She tried desperately to sound brave, but the finger she pointed at me shook. I 
swiped the jar of caterpillars she held in her other hand. She looked at her now empty palm in 
disbelief. I kept smiling as I took a step toward her. She backed up a step. I stood still. Sweat 
pearled along her upper lip. As hard as I could, I hurled the jar at the tree trunk behind her and it 
exploded into a mess of shards and disoriented bugs. I lunged at Emily and pinned her against 
the same tree before even one note of sound could escape her.  
 “You think it’s cute makin’ people feel bad?” I snarled. There was nowhere to run. I had 
her back against the side of the tree that no one in the direction of the school could see.  
 “I’m sorry, OK?” she stammered. “But she was being weird!” 
 “I’d rather be weird than dirty any day,” I said quietly. Emily’s pale cheeks burned at that 
and for a second, it looked like she might fire back at me. I pushed my forearm against her throat 
and she sucked a ragged breath in.  
 “This won’t stop Jane being a crybaby freak,” she said, water slid from the corners of her 
eyes. “No matter who you try an’ scare.” A jagged piece of glass jutted from under my sneaker. I 
reached down quick as I could with my free hand to grab it. Emily tried too late to run; I shoved 
her backward and pushed the tip of the glass into the flesh underneath her chin. She squeezed her 
eyes shut and whimpered.  
 “You don’t know the first thing ’bout my sister, but here’s somethin’ ’bout me,” I said, 
pushing the glass in a little farther. The tip of the shard turned red and a blood bead trickled 
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down its edge. “If you say one more thing about her, I’ll jam this thing so far up inside you 
nobody’ll ever find it again. You hear me?”  
 Emily let out a wet squeak of pain. I pushed the glass in deeper. She sobbed loudly, teeth 
clenched. She didn’t dare open her mouth and risk the glass making a new trapdoor in her. She 
looked into my eyes and agreed, “Mm-hmm!” 
 “Good.”  
 I pulled out the shard and threw it to the ground. She pressed a hand under her chin, then 
snatched it away in pain, sniffled, and coughed. I took one last look at her — bent double, the 
small of her back against the tree bark, ropes of snot stretched and swaying from her nostrils — 
and smirked. I returned to the playground without looking back once. Eli met me on the way.  
 “What happened?” he asked. He looked concerned. 
 “She learned her lesson,” I said, staring straight ahead. 
 “Aren’t you scared she’ll tell on you?” 
 I could practically feel the glint in my own eyes as I smiled. “Has anyone?” 
 In the backseat of Grandma’s car, we zoomed away from school. Jane hadn’t spoken to 
me since recess and refused to defrost even in our grandmother’s presence.  
 “You girls have a good day today?” Grandma asked. 
 “Yes, ma’am,” I said from behind Grandma’s headrest. Jane sat in the passenger’s seat 
without a sound. It was the farthest she could get from me in that metal box. I watched Grandma 
in the rearview mirror glance at Jane whenever she could spare the attention.  
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 “Young lady, what’s the matter with you?” she asked. Jane peeked up at her quickly, then 
let her eyes rest on the glovebox. She folded her arms tighter across her chest and kept quiet. 
“Girl, you better answer me when I ask you something,” Grandma said, her voice razor sharp. 
 “Yes, ma’am,” Jane mumbled, staring at the lock on her door. Grandma sighed. Soon her 
eyes were on mine in the mirror.  
 “What’s the matter with your sister?” she asked me. Jane immediately scrunched herself 
into a ball in her seat. She hated when people talked about her like she wasn’t there. 
 “She’s mad at me,” I replied. 
 “Why?” 
 “’Cause somebody was being mean to her and I stopped ‘em.” I shrugged. Grandma’s 
brow crumpled in suspicion, but she said nothing. 
 Jane whirled around in her seat so fast the safety belt caught in its mechanism. “Don’t 
you lie, Jill!” she cried. 
 “What the —” Grandma said. 
 “How’m I lyin’?” I asked, my voice just as loud. “She was rude, so I shut her up!” 
 “Yeah? How’d you do it, then?” Jane asked, her eyes wild. “If you gon’ tell a story, tell 
the whole thing!” 
 “All right, now, that’s enough!” Grandma’s concentration was shaken. I could feel the car 
start to swerve in a leftward arc. Fortunately there was nothing else around but a microscopic 
pick-up truck in the distance. She righted the steering wheel and we jolted back into our lane. 
“What y’all talkin’ ’bout? Did you do something to somebody, Jill?” 
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 “No, ma’am,” I said evenly. I didn’t impale Emily Vance on a piece of glass — even if 
it’s what she deserved — so as far as I was concerned, I was telling the truth: I hadn’t actually 
done anything to her.  
 “LIAR,” Jane screamed. The car jerked to a stop. 
 “HEY,” Grandma said in a voice like thunder. “There ain’t gon’ be no yellin’ in this car, 
you understand me?”  
 Jane and I both stared at her with our mouths open. She had never shouted at us before.  
 “Now, we gon’ sit here,” she said, slow and quiet. “And talk this through. ’Cause you two 
’bout to make me crash this car with all this hollerin’ in here.” 
 I closed my mouth; Jane’s bottom lip trembled. Grandma’s chest heaved. I don’t know 
how many silent seconds ticked by with the three of us sat in Grandma’s Oldsmobile Cutlass on 
an empty, two-lane road. Our grandmother’s rebuke rang in my ears. I willed the sudden quiet to 
dissolve what was left of the noise. Outside, rows of beans slithered up their poles and stretched 
into the horizon. Their leafy plumage waved hello in the wind. No one spoke. I don’t think any 
of us wanted the silence to break. It was a cool salve on our nerves after the irritation of uproar.  
 “I don’t care what anyone says about me,” Jane whispered at last. “You don’t have to be 
mean to someone just ’cause they are to me. You love me. So does Grandma,” she said. “That’s 
all I need.” Her words wobbled in her throat. She wouldn’t look at me. My eyes burned with the 
beginnings of tears. 
 I looked into the mirror and found Grandma’s eyes boring into mine. “I’ve heard about 
you actin’ like Jane’s white knight. But them kids ain’t dragons, baby — they just people. Not 
one of ‘em is worth going to jail over.” My eyes bulged. 
!62
 “Who goin’ to jail?” 
 “You are if you don’t cut out that strong-arm routine o’ yours.” 
 I felt my face get hot. 
 “Violence is addictive, honey. People start out small. But once they get comfortable with 
it, they move on to somethin’ else. Somethin’ worse. They get caught up in the thrill of it,” 
Grandma said. “Then don’t know how to stop. After a while, they don’t even wanna know.” Her 
eyes were lost in the bean fields. I wondered what terrible thing she was remembering. 
 We got rolling again soon after and eventually made it to Grandma’s house. A crowd was 
gathered in a front yard a few houses down. Mostly women, with a sprinkle of men and children, 
clustered about tables laid with various trinkets. I couldn’t make out much from where I stood, 
even when I squinted. I grabbed Grandma’s sleeve and tugged. 
 “Can we go see what’s over there?” I asked. Jane came up beside me and nodded 
hopefully in our grandmother’s direction. Grandma stared at the commotion a moment longer 
before turning to us. 
 “Ah, why not,” she said. “Maybe there’s a new hat waitin’ for me over there.” 
 As we neared the lawn in question, I realized it belonged to the Harrisons. They were an 
old couple with three grown children who moved up to North Carolina from Georgia around the 
same time our grandmother did. Grandma always said that North Carolina was as far north as she 
ever cared to live and the Harrisons shared the sentiment. Mrs. Harrison always seemed to have a 
pitcher of iced tea waiting for us whenever we came to our grandmother’s house to visit. Mr. 
Harrison liked to sit out on the porch with his wife and they’d tell us stories about themselves 
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and their kids. The pair of them were old as dirt, but they shared memories so vivid you would 
swear the stories they told were still happening around you. My favorites were the ones Mr. 
Harrison would tell about World War I. He didn’t fight much until towards the end, but the whole 
experience had left its mark on him. How close he was with the other men in his unit reminded 
me of Jane and I. “We had to learn,” he’d tell us, “to love each other like we was brothers. More 
than brothers.” He’d space his gnarled fingers apart in the air like he was miming an explosion 
and his pale eyes would sparkle. “We had to get to a place in our hearts where we would’a given 
our lives, no question, for any fella we fought alongside.” I used to feel superior whenever he’d 
say that because I already felt that willingness in my heart to die for my sister, even without truly 
understanding what that meant. 
 The closer we got to the Harrisons’ yard, the more people I noticed rooting through the 
stuff on their tables. Extra heads appeared to sprout from every set of shoulders. When I reached 
the first table, however, the monstrous figures separated into normal human beings with one head 
apiece just looking for something to spend their money on. Jane ran up beside me. For a moment, 
I turned in slow circles on the spot, searching. Jane poked me in the ribs with her elbow and 
pointed. True to form, the Harrisons sat grinning on their porch. Mrs. Harrison’s hands were full 
with her knitting, but Mr. Harrison waved at us. We waved back. Grandma walked over to say 
her hellos, leaving us to our treasure hunt. A disco ball caught Jane’s eye and she made her way 
over to it. I had no idea where to look first. The table in front of me was piled high with 
cookware of every conceivable making. The table next to that one had towers of albums leaning 
drunkenly against one another; a group of teenagers huddled around it. I wedged myself between 
a guy wearing an old leather jacket covered in angry patches and a girl with pink hair who 
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looked like Jem. I pulled one album from the middle of the closest stack by its corner. There was 
a man on the cover in a blue jumpsuit outside a brick building with a guitar slung across his 
chest. His blonde hair looked painted on.  
 “Who’s Ziggy Stardust?” I muttered. The Jem girl saw what I was holding, gasped and 
clutched her throat. I handed her the album. She shrieked, then ran over to her friends who all 
squealed. Leather Jacket shook his head reproachfully at them as I crossed the lawn to peruse the 
other loot on offer. Grandma had finished her conversation. The smile she’d shared with the 
Harrisons dallied on her lips as she made a beeline for the hat bin. One table had no people 
around it. I got closer and what looked like a messy stack of black bricks came into focus: they 
were VHS tapes. I couldn’t understand why people weren’t as crazy over these as they were over 
the LPs. I reached the table and picked one up. There was a picture of what looked like a giant 
dinosaur spitting fire from its mouth at a building. A black-haired woman in the foreground held 
a hand up to her cheek, her mouth open in a silent scream. The words on the front didn’t make 
any sense. I wasn’t even sure they were words at all. The first symbol looked like an unfinished 
rectangle with two short vertical lines just outside its top right corner. Still more lines were 
jumbled underneath. It looked like someone had put a bunch of math symbols in a box, shook it, 
then dumped them out onto the cover of the tape. I turned the VHS upside down, but the message 
didn’t get any clearer. Mr. Harrison slunk up beside me, cane in hand, and chuckled. 
 “I got those from a friend o’mine,’nother war vet, used to be stationed at Pearl Harbor,” 
he said. “He still lives in Hawaii; sends me things. Lotta Japanese livin’ in Hawaii. All o’these 
movies are in Japanese. Here — this one’s new.” He picked one up and handed it to me. “Some 
have subtitles, an’ some don’t.” 
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 “What’s that mean?” I asked him. 
 “It means some of ‘em have English words flashin’ up on screen while the movie plays. 
So people who speak our language but don’t speak theirs can know what’s goin’ on.” I nodded to 
show I understood, even though I wasn’t sure I did. The cover of the tape he’d given me had a 
picture of a shiny red motorcycle on the front. A guy wearing a red leather jacket and pants 
walked toward the bike; his jacket had a blue and yellow pill on the back. The same symbols 
littered the front of this VHS, but behind them were letters I recognized.  
 “Uhkeeruh?” I asked, looking up at Mr. Harrison. He laughed again. 
 “Close,” he said. “Ah. Kee. Rah.” He stretched his mouth like a rubber band: vertical, 
horizontal, vertical. At the start of the final syllable, he put his tongue to the roof of his mouth 
and made a sound somewhere between a D, an L, and an R. 
 “Ah-kee-rah,” I said, making the same noises. He slapped his knee. 
 “There you go, Jill!” he said. “You might wanna think about learnin’ Japanese. S’real 
useful. It’ll impress folks,” he said, winking. I did enjoy the Japanese cartoons that came on TV 
every weekend. Speed Racer was my favorite. I thought it was so funny that the characters’ 
mouths didn’t quite match what they were saying. “I’ve got a whole ‘nother box full o’ cartoon 
movies in my garage,” Mr. Harrison said, thumbing over his shoulder. “Thought I’d see how this 
first pile faired with the neighbors ‘fore I brought anymore out. Y’wanna see ‘em?” I nodded. 
“Alrighty,” he said. “I gotta see if I can remember where I put ‘em first. I’ll give you a holler 
when I find ‘em, OK?” I nodded again to his back, which was already retreating fast. Despite Mr. 
H’s unexpected speed, I thought it might be easier if I helped him. He was so old I pictured him 
turning to dust under the weight of too many videotapes. I made to follow him to the garage… 
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when I noticed Jane at a table by the sidewalk talking to someone. I had a three-quarter view of 
the two of them. I could see Jane’s face, but could only see part of the stranger’s back and right 
side. I guessed it was a woman, but not because the black hair that obscured her profile also hung 
to the small of her back — there were enough bohemian men left over from the previous decades 
that the sight of them rarely raised eyebrows. It was the elegant curve of her hips beneath a 
tailored coat the inky black of crow’s feathers that clued me in. She was completely covered 
from the neck down, even on this somewhat warm, autumn day. Something shimmered on a 
golden chain she had pinched between her gloved fingers. She let it drop into my sister’s hands, 
open like a book as they were. Jane smiled up at the woman then looked around and spotted me. 
Her grin widened and she ran around the tables towards me. Suddenly she stopped like she’d 
forgotten something. 
 “Thank you!” she called to the woman who had turned in my direction. My stomach 
dropped. She looked like Jane and me except older, and with electric green eyes. She had a 
mouth full of bright white teeth, and not a single one of them was out of place as far as I could 
tell. How can I see her so clearly from here? I wondered in that vague, shadowy part of my brain. 
Jane resumed her jog to me. As soon as my sister’s back was turned, the woman trained her gaze 
on me. She smiled and put a finger to her lips, then walked off down the sidewalk, hands in her 
pockets. No one else seemed to notice her. 
 “Look-it these!” Jane cried. She nearly punched me in the face with the fist she held out 
clutching what the woman had given her. “That lady over there, she — ” Jane turned around to 
point, but the woman had gone. Jane’s eyebrows collapsed briefly in confusion. Then she shook 
her head and held her hand up in front of my face. A pair of heart-shaped lockets dangled an inch 
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from my nose. “There’s one for each of us,” Jane said, handing me a necklace. “We can put 
pictures in them!” 
 “She gave these to you?” I asked. 
 “Well, she found them. On another table. She asked if I wanted them because she said 
she’d seen someone else here who looked just like me,” Jane said. “She said there was only one 
of her, so it was only fair for me to take them.” Jane beamed like she’d panned for the gold the 
lockets were made of and forged them herself. I didn’t want to ruin her excitement, so I ran with 
her to where Grandma sat staring at herself in a hand mirror, twisting her head this way and that, 
wearing a hat shaped like a beehive. I didn’t mention the bad feeling I’d gotten when I looked 
into that woman’s eyes, or how much heavier my body felt when Grandma fastened the locket 
around my neck. 
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Chapter Six 
 I’m home now. Home. I kneel outside the bedroom I once shared with my sister and bang 
on the door. She’s in there with him. The rough wood of the door tears at the skin on my 
knuckles. I’m reliving it all again. But I’m… older, an adult. I turn my hands over and recognize 
the strokes of blood and the small, crest-shaped indentations where my nails have dug into my 
palms. I hear voices on the other side of the door. Both female. Children’s voices. I look at the 
doorknob and, somehow, the energy I detect from it is different than before — I know I can turn 
it. I twist the knob. There’s a click. I open the door. 
 And there we are. 
 Nine year-old me is sat on my bed with an arm around my sister. The lights are low, 
though there had never been an option on our lamps for anything between ON and OFF. Then 
again, the light doesn’t seem to be coming from the lamps, but from the very corners of the room 
itself. My quilt from Grandma has been thrown aside into a rumpled ball on the floor. A red stain 
fills the lap of Jane’s nightgown. The blood that isn’t soaked up by fabric drips down her legs 
like candle wax. Her gown is ripped at the collar and hangs in a dramatic frown around her neck. 
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Jane stares at the blood in her lap. Nine year-old Jill strokes her hair… and I’m jealous. I want to 
be the one to comfort her. To touch her. I step forward. The floor creaks. They, we, look up at me. 
Jane’s eyes are sad. Jill’s eyes get big. She hops down from the bed and stands in front of Jane. 
What did you do? she cries. I open my mouth to speak, but nothing comes out. I try and try to 
urge a sound — any sound — from my vocal cords. My face starts to balloon, feeling hot and 
fuzzy with the effort. Jill rips a chain from her neck and throws it at me. I catch the necklace as it 
bounces off my abdomen. My locket. It feels as heavy as it did when Grandma first clasped it 
round my neck. Jill is boiling. She stalks toward me, a shard of glass glinting in her hand. Blood 
makes map lines down her forearm as it pumps from where the sharp edge of the shard has cut 
her, but she doesn’t care. She’s getting closer. I realize who she thinks I am. I hold up my hands, 
palms out, and shake my head. I feel my throat open up. I’m not the one who gave you this! I 
scream. I’m you! I’m you, Jill! She stops dead. Her head is set at an angle; she’s studying me. 
Then she runs to me and buries her face in my stomach. I rub her back. It’s all right, I say. She 
steps away from me and pulls the glass from my stomach. I didn’t even feel it. Red blooms along 
the cotton of my shirt. I hold my hand against the wound, but the blood keeps coming. I’m 
getting weaker. My ankles wobble under my weight. I fall to one knee. The furniture stays in 
place as the ceiling flies away. The walls unfold around us. We are in the limitless guts of a 
dollhouse, not a thing out of place. Outside this room, all around us, is an expanse of never-
ending dark. Jane claps her hands like the giddy child she never was. Her eyes are a swirl of 
black and white that drain into nothing. She smiles and plucks the air with her fingers. Her pinky 
moves; Jill raises her arm. Jane moves her thumb; Jill lowers her arm. Jill’s eyes are swirling, 
too. Don’t listen to her! I scream at Jill. Don’t listen! You don’t have to listen! Jane raises her 
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index finger and Jill raises her chin. They smile in tandem. Serenity radiates from their every 
atom and I feel it seep into my skin. Jane pinches thumb and forefinger together and drags them 
across the air. Jill holds the piece of glass against her own throat and slices through it in one slow 
stroke. But peace still flows from her in waves, so I don’t react. Why should I? She’s happy. Jill 
falls to her knees, palms to the ceiling. Jane lifts her index finger again, and Jill lifts her head 
higher. A bib of warm blood coats her chest. Bubbles rise here and there on the red-dyed cotton 
of her nightshirt, then pop. Jane taps the air with her pointer finger: down, down, down. Jill 
lowers her chin and looks into my eyes.  
 My legs are ramrod straight at the bottom of the bathtub, not relaxed as sleeping legs 
should be. I’m lucky I didn’t drown. Then again, much of the water that used to be in the tub is 
now on the floor. The bottoms of my breasts are only partially dipped in lukewarm liquid. I must 
have thrashed quite a bit. I suspect that if I’d stayed there, with them — the them that was once 
us — I wouldn’t have woken up. I stand and let the water drip from my body. Earlier, I put one 
of the towels left by the motel staff on the floor in front of the tub. It’s soaked through now, but I 
step onto it with my wet feet like the fibers can stand to absorb even one more drop. The cold air 
pebbles my skin into gooseflesh. I run my hands over my stomach. I’ve been slashed all over, 
bored into, bruised. Some of the people I went after fought me for their right to keep breathing. I 
won, but all I got out of it was money and something so used up it’s closer to a carcass than a 
human body. My skin doesn’t hang. There’s barely any fat on me; just a thin smear of it on my 
thighs and behind, but even in those places there’s very little give to my flesh. I’m ropy with 
muscle. Bruno put his arms around my waist once, then pulled his hands back in mock-surprise. 
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“My God,” he said. “You sure you’re a girl?” I pushed him away, pretending to laugh, but I never 
forgot what he said. My shoulders are broad, my waist small. I’m what you’d call gangly, with 
ape arms and scarecrow legs that go every which way before either foot hits the ground. More 
teenage boy than woman. I’ve always been like this. It never bothered me before because the 
only people I loved didn’t care. Besides, looking like a guy makes people take me seriously.   
 The skin under my eyes is puffy and dark. Hurts to press it, but I keep on anyhow. The 
vague ache I feel in response is a relief because I know it’s real. That nightmare nap I took is the 
most sleep I’ve had in days. Too often, I’ve drifted off only to be wrenched out of sleep by 
someone else’s demise. The burning is new. Jane must’ve gotten bored and had the bright idea to 
boil her victims like lobsters. I wonder if it’s fun to watch. I was terrified at first, and far more 
sympathetic. But time truly does take the sheen off things, everything, sooner or later. 
 Turning my face leftward reveals a thick, dark scar with a trail of tiny dots flanking it on 
either side. The difference between the texture of the rest of my face and the scar is hardly 
detectable by my rough fingers, but it’s there. It’s that faint voice at the back of a room separated 
from you by yards of hallway — I can catch it if I strain my senses to their limit. The twin of the 
scar on my cheek slithers down my throat in a straight line. Perfect and dark, like the person who 
made it. Whenever I touch it, I expect it to sting like it did years ago when I first pressed my 
hand to it and tried not to breathe too deeply. I lay my now dry fingertips on the fat caterpillar of 
scar tissue there. Their touch is raindrop cool. I haven’t checked my phone, but Bruno will 
probably get here sometime tomorrow evening. I can already feel his deep growl vibrating in my 
ears. Sit tight, lovely. I’m comin’ for you. 
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* * * 
  
 She never takes the metro. Too many people press their strange skin against you down 
there as the train burrows through its mole tunnels. She prefers taking walks. Especially in 
autumn when the breezes are mild enough that you might not need a jacket. The House Head 
(who hates the term “Madame”) lets them keep their own hours. As long as they bring her at 
least $600 every week, when and what they do to get it doesn’t matter. Jane had enough cash 
squirreled away to pay in $600 increments whether she’d fucked anyone or not. It was nice 
having days to herself sometimes. DC’s brand of beauty is clean, uncluttered and sleek. There are 
ornate details here and there, but by and large, the city is clear of the unnecessary. Everyone 
moves with purpose. Tourists and students keep their heads aloft, alert as prairie dogs for the 
next protest or the perfect shadow cast by the perfect building, all of which make for the perfect 
photo. Government employees look straight ahead, priming themselves mentally for the hours 
that remain in their day. They say New York is the city that never sleeps. DC doesn’t sleep either; 
it just gets quiet. But not yet. It’s morning in the city. Jane passes men on the street, selling 
souvenir hats and T-shirts to the unsuspecting. She flips her greater mind on for fun. 
 Yes! Just a few more, and I’ll be set for the month. Glad these tourists ain’t picky. 
 $10 for a shirt this guy probably made in his basement? No, thanks. 
 I know it’s a rip-off, but who knows when I’ll be back? This is D-fuckin’-C! 
 Fuckfuckfuckfuck. I hope Sherman doesn’t notice the stain on my tie. That’s all that  
dickhead needs to throw me under the bus. Just one goddamn detail. Thank God it’s mustard and 
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my tie is yellow. Hopefully it blends in. God, that woman definitely saw it; she was staring. 
Fuckfuckfuck… 
 It could be boring. Mostly, it was. People’s thoughts were generally the same. Spying on 
the excretions of everyone’s brains had been exciting in the beginning, but now the words of one 
person’s thoughts bled into another’s, and another’s. This one worries about picking her children 
up from school on time; that one’s high off a recent meet cute with an attractive barista; this one's 
stressing about being late with the rent again. It all became a tedious amalgam of gray slush. Of 
course, Jane could make things interesting if she chose. The man with the stain on his tie freezes 
mid-step, allowing his briefcase and a folder full of papers to fall to the ground. The pages scatter 
in the wind, which suddenly picks up in ferocity. The man takes no notice. Instead, he swings 
one foot out in front, then behind himself in a wide arc. As his reaching hands rush to meet the 
sidewalk, both feet leave the ground. Before anyone can blink, the man is upside down in an 
enviable handstand. People encircle him, no doubt mistaking his show of agility for an 
impromptu street performance. Jane glides through the gathering crowd, which parts wordlessly 
as she approaches. The people ignore her as she plants her toes a foot from the man’s head. His 
eyes move up her body. Ankles. Shins. Knees. Thighs. Ah-ah-ah. Jane’s index finger moves in 
perfect time with her shaking head. Back and forth like a metronome. He averts his gaze. His tie, 
which had until then been precariously clipped to his shirtfront, falls over his face like a lolling 
tongue. The tie crumples and darkens as if it’s being flushed down a drain. It’s the man; he’s 
chewed part of the tie into his mouth and is now sucking on the mustard stain. Nearly every 
person around the man holds their phones out, immortalizing his early morning antics forever. 
Those behind Jane move their phones around her to better capture the man. A few college 
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sophomores in matching t-shirts laugh nervously. Drool leaks from the corners of the man’s 
mouth to creep up his cheeks in syrupy slowness. He’s swallowing his tie despite an obvious 
difficulty breathing. He sputters. The veins in his head swell, zig-zagging towards his eyes and 
nose. Blood-filled lightning bolts pulse beneath his burgundy skin. He continues to choke, but no 
one helps him.  
 Looks like his head’s gonna explode.  
 Holy fuck… is this guy gonna die? Am I watching someone die? 
 Maybe I should help, but… maybe this is all part of it? I don’t know. I don’t know. 
 They watch him intently. He sees no one but her, his master. His god. Her eyes are slits. A 
swirl of black and white is barely visible between her crinkled eyelids.  
 “Um,” a young man wearing a crisp button-down and khakis steps toward the dying man. 
Jane directs her gaze at him. He stops, then shuffles back to his place. The handstand man’s face 
is darkening to a deep plum as he continues to gulp down his tie. A vein that rivals his in size 
pulses in Jane’s neck. She leans forward and… laughs. A great whooping guffaw comes 
rumbling out of her mouth like a fast train from a night-black tunnel. The man spits up his tie and 
laughs so hard his elbows buckle. He collapses in a heap of tangled limbs. Now everyone 
gathered about them is laughing, and more people on their way elsewhere join the crowd. If you 
were watching from above, you might think you were witnessing the formation of a new 
constellation, the nearest stars attaching to their fellows eagerly.   
 The man clambers upright and brushes the sidewalk soot from his knees, his color fading 
to a pale peach. He appears refreshed after such a close brush with death. Then again, he may not 
even remember. The dazed crowd cheers and some clap without knowing why. Jane wanders 
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away as they disperse, squinting this way and that as they wonder aloud to their companions 
where the last five minutes have gone. The man straightens all the pieces of his suit and 
continues on his way without a thought for his scattered papers or the glaring patch of saliva 
muting the pattern on his tie. Everyone else walks off in the direction of their destination, 
replacing their memories of the choking man with map lines to the monuments and restaurants 
they hope to visit today. Ah, what fun.  
 Jane strolls past the Holocaust museum, where she once went as a child. She hangs a 
right onto 15th street, the Washington Monument already well within view. It stands, obstructed 
by nothing, harpooning the sky. Before seeing it in person, Jane had always imagined it as a 
smooth spike of ivory that glinted in the sun. However, the obelisk was constructed of 
unpolished bricks that, from a certain distance, change abruptly from chalky white to beige as 
they rise. Jane has never been inside. She’s afraid the monument will become less forbidding the 
more she learns about it. She isn’t sure why this structure, which looks as if its been hammered 
up through the underside of the earth, was chosen as tribute to the first president of the United 
States. Was he straight-backed? Imposing? Stern? Did he demand to be remembered, like the 
pharaohs of ancient Egypt, with something grand and slightly terrifying? Was his corpse secretly 
stolen away from its Mount Vernon resting place and preserved within the foundations of the 
monument, lips pulled back from his teeth, skin shrunk down to his bones?  
 Jane strides up to the base of the monument, hikes up the overlarge shirt she wears as a 
dress, and kneels. She presses her hands against the bricks in the lowest row in front of her. She 
sniffs the air. The scent of his death is not present. Too bad. It would have been nice to learn a 
little history.  
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 “Miss?” A uniformed man approaches. Jane, still crouched at the base of the monument 
caressing the stones with her fingertips, looks up. His expression and voice had been flinty. Now, 
at the sight of her small pointed nose, almond-shaped eyes, and exposed copper thighs, his 
professionalism falters. He offers her a lopsided grin he’s heard from past lovers is sexy. She 
stares into his eyes, her mouth set in an indifferent line above her chin. The guard shifts from 
foot to foot. His smile lessens. She keeps staring. He breaks eye contact and rubs an elbow. “Do 
you need some help?” he asks. 
 “No,” she says, and stands without a single pop or snap from a relieved joint. A chain at 
her neck glitters in the sunlight. It loops her throat like a lasso, terminating at a heart-shaped 
locket resting on her sternum.  
 “Nice necklace,” he says, pointing feebly. 
 Without thinking, she raises a hand to protect it from view. The woman who’d given the 
lockets to her had been kind. And she herself had been so excited to show Jill. She remembers 
dodging the edges of tables covered in junk to get to her sister. How she’d pleaded with Grandma 
to buy them. How she’d stood in front of the full-length mirror in their bedroom admiring her 
necklace — and how Jill’s reflection had lingered a ways beyond her shoulder, unsure.  
 Afraid. 
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Chapter Seven 
 “Jane.”  
 She stood before the full-length mirror in our room, admiring the locket. My worried face 
loomed some distance behind. I couldn’t tell if she was ignoring me on purpose or if she truly 
hadn’t heard.  
 We went back to Grandma’s house when the yard sale crowds began to disperse, each of 
us holding a purchase. Jane walked ahead of us taking long strides, chest out, locket proudly on 
display. Grandma wore her beehive hat and wondered aloud whether to spray-paint it gold or 
burgundy. I brought up the rear, my hand and necklace in my pocket. I took it off and stuffed it 
away as soon as Grandma turned her back to head home. Something wasn’t right, I was sure of 
it. But I couldn’t articulate the inkling of doom weighing my body down more with each passing 
minute. When Grandma opened her front door a wave of relief swept over me. The rich smell of 
incense burned hours prior still lingered in the living room. Grandma strode in and threw her 
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handbag on the old armchair our grandfather used to occupy. He died when Jane and I were a 
year old, so we didn’t know him beyond the little that was said of him or the photo in Grandma’s 
bedroom — the only photo of him in her entire house.  
 Jane and I flopped onto Grandma’s big sectional and let our bottoms sink into the well-
worn cushions. The upholstery was velvet in a deep purple. There were colorful squares of 
material laid over the lamps in each corner of the room that made the ceiling blur with a barrage 
of color. Mama complained about how dangerous it was to drape those cloths above hot 
lightbulbs every time she came to visit (“Ma, this is a fire hazard. Cain’t you just buy lightbulbs 
in different colors or somethin’?”) No television. A wide tree stump lacquered in red was the 
centerpiece of the room that served as Grandma’s coffee table. On it was a wooden hand stood 
upright on half a forearm. The hand opened like a cup, articulated fingers spread, the index digit 
pointing straight up. There were lines and symbols drawn on the palm and words written there. 
Grandma’s tarot deck sat on the table, already cut.  
 “What’d you ask about this time?” I called to her. Through the open archway that 
separated the living room and the kitchen, I saw my granny’s rump poking from the direction of 
the oven. She was bent over, staring into its open maw. The smell of turkey fought the remnants 
of incense odors for dominance. Soon the turkey won out, filling the room with its deliciousness. 
I could already taste the pink flesh from the drumstick I’d get and feel the hot oil dripping down 
my chin. Grandma came over to the archway and leaned out.  
 “Oh, nothing. I was just gonna ask if there was anything like love left on this earth for 
me,” she replied in that sleepy tone she adopted when the air was suffused with the succulent 
smells of food cooking. My grandmother was an artist in the kitchen. As a girl, she had to cook. 
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Her mother wanted to prepare her for the few jobs she was likely to get as an adult, so she 
schooled her daughter in the ways of cooking and cleaning. Happily, Grandma found a man who 
made enough money — legally and otherwise — to prevent her from having to keep anyone’s 
house but her own. Her avant-garde nest, at first glance, may have looked like an explosion of 
color and the odd foray into the occult, but each thing had a proper place and our Grandma kept 
them there.  
 Grandma believed in God, sure. But she did not believe in whiling away the hours 
waiting for His plan for her to be made known. She believed in asking questions. I grinned at her. 
“WE love you, Grandma,” I said. The corner of her mouth hitched up in a faint smile. 
 “I know you do, sweet pea,” she said. “When I said ‘love,’ I meant another wrinkled old 
prune like me to sit in that chair, fry up some hash browns in the morning, and spend what 
remains of my life telling me how pretty I am.” The three of us laughed at that, but Grandma 
looked a little bit sad as she turned back to the stove. Hash browns were our grandfather’s 
favorite food. According to Grandma, she’d wake up to the smell of them almost every morning.  
 “When I’d come downstairs into the kitchen, he’d say, Lookin’ fine this mornin’, Wendyl, 
but not as fine as these here golden browns,” she’d told us many times, laughing. “He’d wink 
and I’d shake my head and say, Only golden brown anythang you should be droolin’ over is me.” 
Then she’d peck him on the cheek and he’d kiss her forehead.  
 Grandma’s name was Gwendolyn. Odd name for a little black farm girl from Georgia, but 
our great grandmother thought the name sounded beautiful and worldly, and she wanted her 
daughter to experience the world with a name worthy of her experiences. Grandma told us kids 
used to tease her about her name, but that it didn’t matter because she could barely remember 
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them now. “Maybe if they’d had more interesting names theyselves, I’d remember ‘em,” she 
chuckled. Grandma was fairly indifferent about her own name… until she met Grandpa. “Your 
granddad fell in love with me over my name. He said he knew I must be somethin’ special with a 
name like that.” He nicknamed her Wendyl (Anyone can be ‘Gwen,’ and anyone can be ‘Wendy’ 
or ‘Lynne,’ but there’s only one ‘Wendyl’ an’ she’s all mine.). When she met him, Grandma 
decided that naming her Gwendolyn was the most wonderful thing her mother could have ever 
done for her. 
 Even though Grandpa had been dead a long time, his absence remained as heavy a burden 
on Grandma’s heart as it was on the day it happened. She’d mention love every now and again in 
passing. Sometimes she’d speak well of it; sometimes bitterly. But always, she asked the 
universe about it. She never told us what it said back. 
 Jane took up the deck and started shuffling. “I got a question,” she said.  
 “OK, OK,” I said, grabbing the cards from her. “But if you’re the querent,” I said, 
relishing my knowledge of the proper jargon. “I’m the reader, which means I cut an’ shuffle first, 
right Grandma?” Grandma’s voice floated spectrally from the kitchen over the sounds of grease 
crackling in the pan.  
 “Yup,” she called. Grandma had done a few readings for us over the years. Mama didn’t 
like it — said it was like courting disaster. Whenever we came over, we begged Grandma to 
teach us how to do it ourselves until, finally, she taught us after making us swear never to tell 
Mama. Grandma leaned back so she could see us through the archway. “Ask somethin’ good, 
baby.” 
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 Jane frowned, deep in thought. I wondered what she would ask. Then, the memory of that 
woman holding the lockets toward my sister cleaved suddenly through my serenity like a 
lightning bolt through a patch of sky. She would ask about the lockets. I was sure of it the same 
way I was sure which way her head would turn or what funny face would make her laugh when 
we played our mirror game. I lost track of where I was in space and time and allowed my feeling 
of foreboding to balloon until I teetered at the edge of nausea. I don’t know how long I sat like 
that, swimming in visions of an unnamed terror. My sister’s eyes were on me, expectant. 
 “Huh?” I mumbled, blinking fast. A cold sweat had broken out above my lip. I smeared 
the beads away with my hand. 
 “I said, Will my new locket bring me good luck? That’s my question.” 
 I looked down at the cards. My face was so long, my chin nearly touched the ground. 
“OK,” I whispered. Jane bounced up and down on the couch, oblivious to my pointed lack of 
enthusiasm. I shuffled the deck and cut it, then handed the cards to her to do the same. We each 
had to shuffle and cut three times before starting. I’d already found the card meant to represent 
Jane while she was deciding what to ask. I laid it down smack in the middle of the stump. 
QUEEN OF PENTACLES. Jane wrinkled her nose when she saw what card I’d chosen.  
 “Ain’t that a card for someone grand?” she asked. 
 “Yeah,” I said. “That’s you.” She bowed her head then peeked up at me, a shy smile on 
her lips.  
 “You’re silly,” she said quietly. She stared at the card — a dark, magnificent woman 
seated on an intricately carved stone throne, surrounded by lush flora backed by mountains, 
animals happily scurrying at her feet, and she, gazing down thoughtfully at the pentacle in her 
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hands. I knew Jane was trying to imagine herself as that woman, but I didn’t have to try; it was 
what I saw every time I looked at her.  
 I turned over the first card and laid it vertically atop Jane’s Significator card. The first 
card is the general state of things for the person asking the question. The card that came up was 
THE SUN. 
 “That covers her,” I said. I flipped through the pages of the miniature booklet that 
explained the possible meanings of each card. “Material happiness, fortunate marriage,” I read. 
Jane giggled. “Contentment,” I concluded. Jane nodded. She’d just gotten the locket that day, and 
already she was enamored with it. Material happiness in spades. The next card I laid horizontally 
across the first and said, “This represents her obstacles.” It was the FOUR OF WANDS. 
“Repose, concord, harmony, prosperity, peace.” I looked up at my sister, confused. Why would 
happiness be an obstacle? She shrugged. 
 “Sometimes there’s fluke cards, right?” she asked. 
 “Sure,” I replied sounding, I hoped, unconcerned. “Next.” I turned over the third card and 
placed it above the QUEEN OF PENTACLES card. “This crowns her,” I said. The third card 
represented the best she could aspire to in the matter concerned — what she wanted to have, but 
didn’t just then. In the crowning position, I had dealt STRENGTH. 
 “I s’pose that’s true,” she said in a voice so small it was near silent. 
 “You not weak,” I said with actual conviction. Jane nodded, but kept her gaze fixed on 
her lap. I pressed on. Placing the fourth card below QUEEN OF PENTACLES, I said, “This is 
beneath her.” It was the PAGE OF PENTACLES, which signifies application, study, scholarship 
and reflection. This card’s placement in the forming cross meant it was what Jane already had at 
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her disposal. Definitely an accurate draw. The fifth card is positioned next to the main card on 
the side that the Significator is looking away from. After laying it down, I intoned, “This is 
behind her,” which is just as it sounds. It’s what the querent is in the midst of moving away from 
with regard to what they’ve asked. I dealt the TEN OF CUPS. “Contentment, repose of the entire 
heart,” here, I paused. Again the cards spoke of happiness in the negative. In this case, happiness 
is what was current, but would soon be left behind. I was afraid to even glance at my sister, sure 
I’d betray the overwhelming worry that had settled deep in the pit of my stomach. Hurriedly I 
read through the rest of that card’s meaning. “—the perfection of that state, if with several picture 
cards, a person who is taking charge of the Querent’s interests. Also the town, village or country 
inhabited by the Querent.” That last part wasn’t so bad. I looked up at her. “Maybe that means 
you’re gonna go on a trip soon or… that we’re movin’ or somethin’!” I said, feigning excitement. 
Jane didn’t seem so sure, but managed a weak smile anyway. “Well let’s see what’s ahead,” I 
said, and plucked the next card from the deck. “This is before…” I trailed off as I snapped the 
card down on the table.  
 THE DEVIL. 
 My mouth hung open mid sentence, the word “her” frozen on my tongue. Ravage. 
Violence. Force. Vehemence. Fatality. I couldn’t bring myself to read the words aloud. Jane 
crossed her arms over her belly and sunk into the couch, her back hunched. Her stiff, frizzy 
bangs fell over her eyes. 
 “Why’d I get that card?” she whispered.  
 The question hung in the air with the smells of food we’d both grown too sick to eat. I 
stared at the winged king of demons. He perched on a short pillar to which two lesser, humanoid 
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demons were chained, one with a tail of grape and vine, the other with a tail made of flame, and 
both with horns sprouting from heads of curly, red hair. But their horns were nothing to His, 
which curved up and away from His head, long and grey like the crowning glory of the most 
ancient and powerful ram. He waved his right hand, His four fingers deliberately separated into 
pairs of two. The lone pentacle on the card sat upside down between His great horns; the point of 
it rested on His forehead.  
 Jane straightened her back and swished the hair from her eyes, which were wide and 
unblinking. Veins rose near her temples and climbed her neck. She looked like she might burst 
from the strain of trying, through sheer force of will, to change the card to a better one. Despite 
her best efforts, it lay there unaltered. I read through the description again. “Hey — it says the 
card also means ‘extraordinary efforts’ and ‘that which is predestined but not for this reason 
evil,’” I said. In my head, I rang every drop of hope from the fabric of the universe and put it 
toward the possibility that this card surfacing meant absolutely nothing.  
 “Not evil for that reason,” Jane said. She laughed bitterly; the way our mother did 
sometimes. “But there are plenty other reasons, ain’t there?” She rarely let the Southerner in her 
come out — her accent usually lay buried deep beneath the proper sharp angles of Northern-
sounding words.  
 “No,” I said. “It don’t mean nothin’, okay? Okay?” I grabbed her shoulder and shook it. 
She nodded but there was still a grim cast to her face. There were four cards left to draw. I drew 
the next three in quick succession. The seventh represents the querent herself in relation to what 
she’s asked about. The eighth indicates the atmosphere the querent is surrounded by — the 
influence, people, and events about her. The ninth card represents the querent’s hopes and fears. 
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The cards I dealt were: PAGE OF SWORDS reversed (authority, spying, examination — the 
more evil side of these qualities; the unforeseen), THE MOON (hidden enemies, danger, 
darkness, terror), and THE EMPRESS reversed (light, truth, the unraveling of involved matters). 
I wasn’t sure what any of it meant, but I knew it wasn’t good. Jane rocked on the edge of her 
seat. Forward. Back. Forward. 
 “This doesn’t mean anything,” she said finally. She clutched her locket in a shaking fist. 
“These lockets are pretty, and special… and they’ll bring us good luck, I know they will!” She 
got up and ran to the kitchen. I laid down the final card. What will come. 
 DEATH.  
 Grandma came out of the kitchen pulling an oven mitt from her hand. “You ready to eat, 
gal?” she asked. I nodded vaguely, but didn’t move.  
 “What’s the matter?” she asked. She walked over to the stump to see what I was staring 
at. She didn’t speak for a long minute. The clatter of plates and utensils filled the silence. Jane 
was setting the table with violent enthusiasm. Grandma stared at the cards. She knew them like 
she knew our favorite colors, and what flavor birthday cake our Mama loved best. “What’d she 
ask?” 
 “If the necklace would bring her good luck,” I said. My voice cracked as I spoke. I 
couldn’t tear my eyes away from the skeletal man on his horse. One horrific scenario after 
another flashed through my mind: a hulking stranger choking Jane with the chain of her 
necklace; a truck mowing her down as she crossed the street and the locket flying through the 
air; Jane in her coffin, the locket shining round her bloodless neck. Grandma eyed my neck like 
she was imagining the same fate for me. 
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 “Where’s yours?” she asked. 
 I patted the pocket of my brown corduroys twice in answer.  
 Grandma had actually found the lockets first. The two golden hearts were laying beside 
each other — one open, one closed — their fine chains tangled together in a comfortable knot. 
She told us on the walk to her house that she’d considered them for us, but wasn’t sure Mama 
would even let us wear them since they were so nice and we were kids who loved to play. Her 
eyes had shifted as she'd told us these things. Mama wasn’t the reason Grandma hadn’t bought 
the necklaces right away; she’d felt wrong about them, too, I just knew it. Watching her now, I 
knew it more than ever. But when I pressed her about it, she told me I was being foolish.  
 “Those meanings ain’t hard and fast,” she said. “Like the Death card just means an 
ending of a kind. And that makes way for a new beginning. It’s just an old deck of cards, baby. 
Don’t put too much stock in ‘em.” 
 “But you use ‘em all the time!” I said. 
 “Yeah, for fun,” she said. “I just like to pretend I’ve got some control over my life. But 
no deck of cards is gon’ tell you what’s comin’.” 
  My bottom lip trembled. I wasn’t convinced. Grandma pulled me up from the couch by 
my arm. “Come on and eat, honey,” she said. She led me towards the kitchen. My feet were lead-
heavy; it took everything in me to drag them forward. Finally, I could go no further. Grandma 
turned and knelt down in front of me, then wrapped me in her arms. “Don’t worry, OK?” she 
whispered. I nodded and blinked back tears. 
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 On the way home, eyeing Jane whose eyes were on her locket, I was struck by the 
sensation that my sister and the locket were in conversation and she was listening intently. I am 
being foolish, I thought then. But later that night, seeing the way she looked at her locket in the 
mirror — with love — my stomach knotted up again. 
 Jane held out her hand for me to take. When I grabbed it, she pulled me to her and 
hugged me tight. She relaxed her grip on me and propped her arms up on my shoulders. She 
kissed my neck once, lightly, then dug her chin into my shoulder. I slid my hands up her back 
and held her in a snug embrace. Then I stepped back from her, entwined my fingers with hers, 
and twirled her in front of the mirror. She spun, slow as drizzled caramel, admiring her reflected 
self whenever their faces met in the mirror.   
 “Nice necklace.” 
 We turned to see who had spoken. Through our joined hands, a shiver passed from me 
and into my sister. Our father stood in the doorway, his head tilted in question. His eyes on Jane’s 
chest.  
 “Grandma got ‘em for us at a yard sale today!” Jane cried, beaming. “Aren’t they pretty?” 
 Daddy’s eyes rolled in my direction. “Where’s yours?” he asked. The question sounded 
darker in his mouth than when Grandma had asked. 
 “S’in my pocket,” I answered. He looked me up and down, tallying my worth against 
some standard in his head that I could never know. He snorted as if recalling a private joke.  
 “Looks good on ya,” he said to Jane. She smiled wider than I had ever seen. Daddy never 
gave compliments. Not to us. We were rodents constantly underfoot. His wife barely registered 
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on his radar. But to hear him say that, it meant something to Jane; I could tell. He shuffled off to 
his and Mama’s bedroom. I heard their door click shut. 
 Jane turned to me and smiled in a way that cracked the surface of my fear and made me 
smile, too. “See?” she whispered. “Things are already changing for good.” My darling girl. Her 
happiness was infectious. Even if I didn’t like how it had come about. 
 The back of Jane’s dress was done up the middle with bulbous, faux pearl buttons. The 
shimmery coating had started to flake away in small triangles like chipped nail polish. I pushed 
the buttons through their loops to unhook them. Jane stood very still before the mirror. The 
puffed caps of her sleeves seemed to inflate as the back of the dress opened and, little by little, 
she budded from its center. Her collar widened and slipped down more, more, more, until the 
dress pooled around her ankles. It was like undressing a life-sized doll that looked just like you. 
One that moved and laughed, and loved you. Her thin cotton panties were dotted all over with 
messily drawn teacups. No one in our family even drank tea unless it was in a tumbler full of ice 
cubes with a lone wedge of lemon floating on top.  
 “Where’d Mama get them from?” I asked, pointing at her skivvies. Her bare thighs were 
already prickled with goosebumps.  
 “Think it was a shopping trip with Grandma. At the Sears in Asheville,” Jane replied. 
Jane’s chest was flat and bare. I don’t know why, but I thought of Peter Pan just then. Forever a 
child. She turned to me and lifted my shirt up over my head. Though my sister was the more 
lady-like of the two of us, I’d started developing into a lady first. Ma bought a training bra for 
me that snapped in the front. She made me wear it everyday. 
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  I pushed my pants down to my knees as Jane undid my trainer. She cupped her cold 
hands over my fledgling breasts and giggled like we’d just found something naughty hidden in 
the back of our parents’ closet.  
 “You becomin’ a mighty fine wuhmun, Miss Jill,” Jane said in a slow drawl like Mr. 
Harrison’s. I squeezed my eyes shut and stuck out my tongue at her. She laughed and kissed me 
on the nose. Her hands slid up my chest to my shoulders, then crossed behind my neck. I kissed 
her lips and let my forehead rest against hers. “You’re not really worried are you?” she asked. 
She knew the cards were still on my mind. On my heart. 
 “No,” I lied. She frowned. “Alright, yeah — I am,” I said. “Aren’t you? I mean, that was 
crazy, wasn’t it? Why you get all them bad cards? We never got a Devil card before, even once. 
Not ever!” 
 “First time for everything,” she said. We stood there together, unmoving, in each others 
arms. I heard the floor creak nearby. I looked at the doorway, but no one was there. I thought I 
heard Ma and Daddy’s door click shut again.  
 That night, Jane buried her head into my budding chest. We laid in my bed together, 
naked, and only one of us sleeping. I dipped my nose into the tight curls on the top of her head 
and held her warm body to mine. My knee rested between her thighs. I moved it upward, ever so 
slightly. She moaned, but continued to sleep soundly. Her eyelids rose and fell in waves as her 
irises jittered beneath them. She didn’t cry out or murmur; her brow didn’t fold into an anxious 
rumple of clammy skin. Her dreams were free of darkness. I, on the other hand, couldn’t even 
fall asleep that night. Each time I managed to doze off, I was jerked awake by some far away 
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groan of timber or the squeak of my parents’ bed springs as they adjusted their sleeping bodies. 
The images on the two cards that frightened me most mingled hideously in my mind. A flaming 
skeleton with horns riding a horse with a red mane and a tail of grapevine. A crouching goat-man 
with skeletal hooves wearing a black cloak, swinging a scythe. The words DEVIL and DEATH 
were stamped across the insides of my eyelids. I couldn’t unsee them. A twisted mass of 
screaming corpses, all wearing lockets. Jane lying in a pool of blood. I tried to shoo the images 
away. They’re just cards, I whispered over and over, just cards. Jane hummed a little, threatening 
to wake. I stopped whispering. It was stupid to care about something as ridiculous as a tarot 
reading. But Grandma swore by them, and that was enough to keep me from closing my eyes. 
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Chapter Eight 
 I can just make out her silhouette beside me. The motel shades are drawn and the room 
glows snug and brown with stifled sunlight. I love the first bleary moments of waking. No matter 
where you are, everything is all right for a moment. Cocooned in the warmth my body made, I 
am neither afraid nor anxious. I blink slow. 
 Wake up, Miss Jill; wake up. 
 A cool piece of something slices between my ribs. It’s more uncomfortable than painful. 
Before I have much time to think on it, a sharp new sting cuts across my throat. I grab at my 
neck and swipe at my chest, trying to keep the blood that isn’t there from dirtying my pajama 
top. I look around me; for what, I can’t say. My hands tighten around my throat as I try to keep 
pressure on the invisible wound. White hot agony catches hold of me and I curl like a burning 
dollar bill. I am wide awake. Back arched. Legs bent. Toes stretched. Help me. Help me! HELP 
ME! The rooms on either side of mine are empty. I specified a room without neighbors to the 
toothless clerk at the front desk. No one can hear me scream — I’m in outer space. I clutch at the 
sheets and the bitten splinters of my fingernails catch in the cotton threads. I snatch the crumpled 
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blanket I thought was my sister as I roll to the floor. I army crawl to the edge of the room and 
bash my skull against the wall. Once. Twice. A third time. Please. Please stop. My body strains 
to make an opening for the pain to escape through, but fails. I can’t lie flat on my back — my 
electrified nerve endings won’t allow it. The fuzzed out neon contours of every shape spiral 
away from me. They hit the ceiling. They fill the room. I am drowning in light.  
 I dig my fingers into the carpet, grip the fibers and pull my body forward. Inch. By inch. 
What am I crawling through? It was carpet, but now my eyes bulge with liquified jelly and blood 
and nothing I see makes sense. I could be crawling across fur fields on the moon. Or up the hairy 
back of a giant. I could be anywhere, but I couldn’t be anyone. I can only be wretched me. My 
skin melts and I feel the fat boil out of me. Who knew I had so much? My mouth is full of the 
taste of smoke. I can’t breathe. My hands hit cool, flat squares. They are hard and stuck together 
like caulked puzzle pieces. I lay my burning face against them. Nothing. Just like that, I can’t 
feel anything anymore. I drag myself upright and stare at my disintegrating self in the mirror 
with what little vision I have left. But I don’t see myself; I see her. She is twinkling like a star. 
What did I ever do, Jane? What did I ever do to deserve this? All I ever wanted was to keep you 
safe. To love you. 
 My lungs are collapsing. There must be something left of my nerves because they sputter 
and my legs jerk on marionette strings. One ankle over the other, bone against crisping bone, I 
fall and mercifully smack my temple against something hard.  
 Lights out. 
* * * 
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 Smoke hangs in the air in bulbous, black clouds that would smell human if they could 
smell of anything. But smoke is too violent to have a quality as placid as scent. Smoke is acrid, 
filthy. Greedy. Smoke swells and conquers as soon as it’s wedged all comfy cozy where it wants 
to be. Jane breathes in and chokes mightily. The dark clouds pepper her eyes with soot, but she 
merely rubs raccoon circles onto her face as she watches the pile of man turn to ash. She usually 
takes off before the fire has the chance to descend into its ritualistic dance of wild hunger. As a 
rule, she pulled away in a cab just as the confused multitude began to swarm, wondering who, 
and where, and how exactly. But this time she will stay for as long as she can stand to. She 
watches him through the wet irritation left in the wake of the smoke. She blinks through it. Her 
eyes hurt worse. The front door to his apartment is locked and she can hear voices all the way 
from where she stands in his bedroom as they steadily rise in volume. Someone will call the 
police soon if they haven’t already.  
 He had tried so hard to impress her with his knowledge of the capital. Knowledge he first 
learned as an elementary schoolboy and later relearned during the training for his job as 
monument security. Did the Washington Monument really need security? Of course, he’d said. 
Who knew when some lunatic might show up to plant a bomb, or murder innocent tourists, or…  
Sniff out dead folks, Jane thought. She linked arms with him and laughed at all of his silly jokes. 
He really had her going. At least, he thought he did. She leaned into him once they were alone in 
his living room. Luckily, she’d run into him as his shift was ending. Yes, how lucky. For her.   
 His eyes and mouth opened in time with his wound as she slid her knife between his two 
lowest ribs. The blade was cold and cut through the warmth of his insides like a sudden frost. He 
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did not dare move backward for in the back is where he had been stabbed. His brain moved 
quickly enough for him to feel a bitter appreciation for the poetry in that. He gritted his teeth. 
 “Oh honey,” she responded aloud to his thoughts. “We haven’t known each other 
nowhere near long enough for this to make you bitter.” He almost smirked. Then his brow 
furrowed as he tried to understand what just happened. Did she — 
 “Read your mind?” she asked. The edges of his mouth warped in horror. He looked like 
an oil painting left too long in the sun. She yanked the knife from his body. “Yeah,” she said. “I 
do that.” She slashed his throat in one swift stroke. He fell to his knees and the thin red thread 
across his neck yawned in a saddening flap, loosing its dark, warm contents. He whimpered, 
afraid of the pain a scream might cause. Jane brought the red tip of the blade to her mouth. 
Shhhh…. His blood wet her lips. She tasted it.  
 She pushed him backward with the sole of her boot, said “Don’t you go nowhere,” then 
laughed. She gripped his mind in the fist of her own. He couldn’t move even if he’d wanted to, 
and she knew he did. 
 She wandered into his small kitchen and opened one cabinet after another. “Hmm… now 
where oh where could they be?” she said louder than necessary as her puppet writhed on the 
bedroom floor. “I think I’ll try this cabinet here. Nope!” She slammed the cupboard door so hard 
its frame cracked. “Let’s try… this one,” she said, bending down beside the stove to peek inside. 
“Nope!” The door banged shut. Each explosive meeting of wood made the man on the bedroom 
floor jump. He knew what she was searching for, and that she wasn’t truly searching. She had 
pried the memory from him and let it flash gleefully in his mind’s eye to show him that she had 
it. All of this “searching” was just a painful show. He knew what would come. He braced against 
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her hold on him, tried to pull himself free as if from tightly knotted rope. She would not let go. 
What did I do? The question was inevitable. She sighed.  
 “You didn’t do anything,” she called as she leaned against the oven. A voyeur might think 
she was bored. “Not a damn thing but be born.” She stepped carefully up to the pantry. She knew 
what she would find but still the moment of anticipation made her skin rough with goosebumps. 
She would open the door and there would be row upon row of noodle boxes, crackers, popcorn, 
canned corn, green beens, cheese curls. A beetle-black grill would stand on three legs in the 
middle of the tiny room; at its feet would be three bottles of lighter fluid. She opened the door. 
Her father filled the doorway, a bulky black shadow. Jane gasped and her hold on the man 
slipped. He rolled onto his stomach and scrabbled, weak-limbed, into the living room, his blood 
staining the carpet. She didn’t dare move. What are you doing here? No answer came from him, 
in thought or out loud. She reached for the dangling string near his head, stomach churning, and 
pulled. The pantry went white with light. A rake leaned against the grill and a heavy coat 
slouched from its handle. The jumble of shapes wasn’t remotely human when awash in bald 
fluorescence. The security guard’s fingers stretched for the front door. She watched his pathetic 
bid for freedom with mild interest. Try harder. Come on. But as soon as he was aware of her 
watching him, he deflated. His swollen cheeks gleamed with tears. 
 There were plenty of screams and pleas for reconsideration. You lost that chance when 
you gave up, she thought, but shielded the thought from his hearing. It was the friction of what 
he wanted against what she wanted that made what followed so thrilling. He wanted to live; she 
wanted to watch him die. 
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 The scent of his soul blended with the first tendrils of smoke. Jane wondered whether 
anyone else knew that human essence rose from burning bodies like the smoke it mingled with. 
She could smell it. But unlike the other bodies of the dying and the dead, the auras of those who 
burned could easily be contaminated by smoke. So Jane set them ablaze and made a game of 
breathing them in before the acrid vapor devoured any trace of who they had been. Their 
memories, their failures, their final thoughts. They would either be absorbed by her or lost 
forever. 
 The flames rage about her now. Their bodies flick and lurch in the same seductive way a 
finger beckons, threatening to close the gap between her and them. If they could speak, she is 
sure they would taunt her. But none make a move to take her. She is always spared without 
exerting any effort. Is it because it’s been ages since she stopped caring about living that Death 
never failed to let her be? 
 More voices rend the air outside. A strong hand hammers the door in urgent triplicate 
thumps. There’s a long pause before explosive blows split the wooden door at its center. The rest 
is kicked in by large black boots. Jane wonders at the apartment doors not being made of 
something stronger. Not great for protection. Maybe that’s why they’re fitted with two deadbolts 
and a chain. Four firemen storm in fully outfitted; the first two file in toting a battering ram 
between them. They give the living room a once over, shouting into the inferno for anyone left 
alive. But they won’t find a living soul. Nobody but a dead body. Two of them run into the 
bedroom and nearly tread on the curled toes of the dead man. Jane watches in silence, stepping 
!97
backward just in time to miss colliding with the third fireman who runs in. Pay no attention to 
that woman behind the curtain. And they don’t. Because she tells them so. 
* * * 
 There’s cotton in my ears. My heart is beating in my temples. It’s so loud. Too loud to 
make sense. Suddenly it stops and I wonder if I am finally, really, gloriously dead, but I’m still 
alive. Maybe not. There’s no more noise for a while. I’m back to being dead. The cool fingers of 
spirits caress me. They’re initiating me into the underworld. We are all dead here. One of them 
slaps my jaw, but not hard. They want to wake me up. Wake up. Wake — 
 “… up. Come on, baby, come back, hey?” 
 This voice is too throaty, too bristly and animate to be dead. He’s come back for us. I 
have to get away — 
 “Woah, woah, woah!” he says. “Settle down. You took a pretty hard knock.” His eyes are 
blue. That’s not right. I prop myself up on aching elbows. The room is wavy like a flashback. My 
guts are still in a tangle, but I have a dull awareness that I don’t need to escape after all. The only 
man I’d ever run from had brown eyes. The only man I’d ever run from is dead.  
 “I thought you were —”  
 “Your sister?” Bruno asks. I can’t tell if he’s amused or annoyed when he says it. A tender 
lump the size of a golfball throbs above my right eye. Feels like I sprouted a horn.   
“No… someone else. You’re early.” I poke the small hill on my head and wince. 
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 “Actually, I’m right on time,” he says. He pulls my hand away from my head, holds it in 
his. “You must’ve been out for a while. Good thing it’s just a bump.” 
 I frown. 
 “Oh. Died again, have you?” 
 “I’m glad you think this is funny.” I snatch my hand away and almost fall back against 
the tub. He rolls his eyes. 
 “‘Course it’s not funny. It’s just… what happens, isn’t it?” Sure, it’s what happens. But it 
shouldn’t be. I try to stand. “Hey, now,” he says, reaching for me again. “Just sit tight for a bit. 
I’ll go get you some ice for that growth of yours.” 
 “You’re an asshole,” I say. 
 He winks at me, gets up, and leaves the room.  
 Bruno reminds me a lot of Eli, but with the added distinction of being from another 
country altogether. I wish Eli and I had stayed friends. 
 The bathroom tiles have stopped shuffling for the most part. I lay my quivering hands 
against the cold floor and push myself onto my knees. The world rocks some more. I shake the 
distortions away, close my eyes, and stand. My blood rushes to fill the empty spaces. I hold onto 
the sink and lay my head against the mirror. I won’t open my eyes. I’m afraid of who I’ll see if I 
do. 
 “Didn’t I tell you to sit tight?”  
 I swivel towards Bruno’s voice and stick out my tongue. He chuckles. I wish Jane was 
here to kiss my nose. Instead, my literal partner in crime steers me toward the bed. I lie back. 
This bed is surprisingly comfortable. The place is rundown in a way that’s not at all charming. 
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We tend to choose motels like this because no one who cares about their life span would come 
anywhere near it. 
 “Get any work done?” he asks. 
 “Not since the priest, no.” 
 “Is your guy here yet or what?”  
 “Yeah. Room 263,” I say. “I bugged the room, listened in on one of his meetings. He’ll be 
around a few more days.” I let my body sink into my filthy mattress. I don’t need to check; I 
know it’s disgusting. The guy up front keeps an oily spittoon beside the guest book. When I tried 
to turn to an empty page, I ended up with three between my fingers; one of his missed shots had 
gummed a bunch of them together. He smirked and puffed out his chest a ways when I went to 
pry the sheets of paper apart. I haven’t seen bleach, ammonia, or even a dirty rag over the course 
of my snooping. And you best believe if I had, it’d be soaked through with chloroform, not glass 
cleaner. “How’d yours go?” 
 Bruno kisses his fingertips. “Like a dream, darlin’.” 
 I snort. “Don’tchu mean a nightmare?” 
 He shrugs. “Well, for ’er, maybe.” He crawls across my body to sit beside me. “How was 
our man of God, then?” 
 “Zonked.” 
 “Really? What on?” 
 “DMT I think.” I lay an arm across my eyes to shut out the brown glow from the bedside 
lamp. The bulb’s gone black on top — Lord knows with what. I’m surprised the thing still lights 
up. “He fell asleep chattin’ wit’ da Most High. I felt kinda bad for’m. Like I was intrudin’ or 
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somethin’.” I haven’t lived in North Carolina for a long time. But, sooner or later, my accent 
reappears when Bruno’s around. Maybe it’s because I want to show him I’m from elsewhere, too. 
Elsewhen, more like. I’ve been losing myself there more and more lately. “It was actually kinda 
cute,” I tell him. He raises an eyebrow. 
 “Cute? You may’ve finally found yourself in the wrong line of work, sweet pea.”  
 My body goes rigid, but I doubt he notices. I never told him what Grandma used to call 
us. She should have been our mother. She’d have saved us from the Hell we were destined to 
make of our lives. She would never have held the searing pitchfork to our backs and thrust us, 
screeching, onto the pyre. 
 Bruno picks my locket up from my chest. “I don’t see why you don’ just toss da fing,” he 
says, his accent strengthening. Sometimes I feel like we’re in a contest to see who belongs least.  
 “Because,” I say. “It don’t matter if it’s on me or not anymore. It’s done its work.” 
 Bruno sets the locket down on my chest, then walks his fingers down between my breasts to my 
waistband. He fiddles with the edge of my top, slides his hand onto my belly — 
 “Bruno, please,” I sigh. So does he. Then he laughs.  
 “OK, OK.” 
 Same old same old. He’ll take it in stride, like always. I just can’t. He knows that, but it 
hasn’t stopped him hoping. I love him, I do. Just… 
 Not the way I love her. 
* * * 
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 “I’m tellin’ you, somethin’s wrong with this thing.” 
 “But it looks normal. Where’d you get it?”  
 “A yard sale.” 
 “Well that’s about as normal as it gets, ain’t it?” 
 I punched Eli in the arm. 
 “Ow! The hell’d you do that for?” 
 “It’s not normal. The Harrison’s acted like they never even seen ‘em before!” 
 “OK, OK; it’s not normal! Jesus!” 
 Eli kneaded his arm and scowled. I rubbed the middle of my forehead raw. I’d had a 
nonstop headache since the night of the tarot reading. I just couldn’t make anyone understand. 
Not even Eli. Usually, I didn’t even have to speak for him to know what I was thinking. After 
Jane and Grandma, he knew me best. I tried again with forced calm. 
 “I think the woman who gave ‘em to Jane brought ‘em from home or somethin’.” 
 Eli’s ears pricked up. “What’d she look like?” I rolled my eyes. 
 “What does that have to do with anything?” 
 “Everything! You know, Stranger Danger? Did she look creepy?” 
 “Well…” She had set the alarm bells ringing in my head for sure. And those eyes. She 
was black, like us, but her eyes were green as a bed of radioactive grass. But as strange as that 
was, the most unsettling thing had been how familiar she seemed even though I knew I’d never 
laid eyes on her before. I couldn’t find the words to explain what I’d felt when I saw her. Eli 
interpreted my hesitation as concession. I decided to let him think what he wanted. We had 
finally come to something the two of us would never agree on. 
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 Jane showed off her locket to everyone we knew over the next week or so. Ma thought it 
added a feminine touch, which she enjoyed and wished I would take greater advantage of. Mama 
didn’t think the locket reached its full potential worn with Ninja Turtle t-shirts and corduroys, but 
wearing the locket AND a dress at school was a line I refused to cross. 
 By and by, Jane stopped raising her hand in class. She barely paid attention to what Miss 
Fincher said. Instead, she spent her time studying her locket. It took a few weeks for Miss 
Fincher to abandon her habit of casting furtive glances in my sister’s direction each time she 
quizzed us about our reading assignment. One day, at recess, she held me back as the other kids 
climbed over one another to get outside.  
 “Jill, I’m a little worried about your sister,” she said. 
 “Why?” I asked. I opened my eyes wide and stared blankly at her. She pursed her lips. 
 “Well, it’s been quite a while since she’s asked one of those,” she paused. “Err, very 
thoughtful questions. Is everything all right?” 
 I wanted to tell her what I’d told Eli. About the lockets and the woman and the feeling I 
had. Miss Fincher was a smart lady, and I hadn’t only thought that because she was our teacher. 
She knew that being a child didn’t stop you knowing things some adults didn’t know — or care 
to know. For the most part, she trusted us to handle stuff other teachers shied away from for fear 
of confusing or upsetting us — or worse, our parents. But still… 
 “Yeah, everything’s fine. She just figured… since her questions always make people 
laugh, maybe she should stop askin’ ‘em.” 
 I was sure Miss Fincher was in the midst of shuffling through her own memories of the 
times she had hesitated before calling on Jane. Miss Fincher knew some of the things the other 
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kids said about my sister, and in her way, she had tried to discourage it. But her way — shifting 
everyone’s attention elsewhere as soon as possible — wasn’t necessarily best. We were two of 
three black kids in our whole school. Miss Fincher tried to be helpful and protect us sometimes, 
but because she didn’t want to play favorites, her light touch often came off as mild 
embarrassment for Jane. But it was clear when we spoke that day that she’d come to be 
embarrassed of herself. 
 “Oh.” Miss Fincher looked at the floor. Even though I had blamed my classmates, I could 
tell Miss Fincher felt responsible. Her eyes lingered on our Reading Challenge bulletin board. 
Most of the stars were by my sister’s name. She had read every book on the list within the first 
couple of months of term and earned the class a pizza party. There had been plenty of jubilation 
then. Jane was patted on the back and celebrated for a whole day. Next morning, it was business 
as usual; our classmates returned to the time-honored custom of whispering rude untruths behind 
the same back they had patted in friendship the day before. Nothing ever made any difference.  
  “God, how awful,” she whispered. She squeezed her eyes shut, then opened them 
again. “I don’t ever want her to feel that she can’t ask questions here. You either, Jill. Next thing 
you know, you two won’t feel free to ask questions anywhere. Is she upset? Do you think I 
should talk to her?” Her concern was so plain, it made me ache. 
 “Nah, Miss Fincher — it’s fine. She still likes school. Actually, I think she likes it better 
now.” Miss Fincher nodded, but was far and away inside her own thoughts. I knew I hadn’t 
quelled her concern, probably because I wasn’t a great liar. But what I’d told her was mostly 
true. Since she’d stopped speaking in class, there hadn’t been anymore sniggering about Jane. 
People still whispered, but the whispers were tinged with envy over her new locket. It was pretty, 
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and very few girls in our class had real gold jewelry. (Everyone was sure the locket must be real 
gold because after wearing it everyday for three weeks, Jane’s neck had yet to turn green.) I 
rarely wore mine in plain view — I preferred to keep it hidden beneath my shirt — so no one 
bothered me about it. I didn’t want to call attention to the thing; the tarot reading still haunted my 
every thought.  
 Soon, girls who had never even sneezed in Jane’s direction ran up to her to ask where 
she’d gotten her necklace from. She told them all about the yard sale, and her listeners hung on 
every word as if she had dove to the bottom of the ocean and bartered with a mermaid to get it. 
Eventually, the resident group of girly girls asked Jane to sit with them at lunchtime. It was an 
uncharacteristically warm autumn day, so our teachers let us eat outside. Though I was certain I 
could’ve scared the cutesy brigade into letting me sit with them too, they didn’t interest me, so I 
kept to my spot beside Eli at our favorite picnic table. Tommy, who hadn’t gotten the memo, 
followed Jane to the girly table thinking life would proceed as normal. He had The Dark Half by 
Stephen King tucked under his arm.  
 All Tommy knew about the book was that it was new and it was scary. His dad had 
started reading it as soon as he brought it home and stayed up all night to finish it. Neither he nor 
Tommy’s mother got any sleep that night because Tommy’s dad kept nudging his wife awake to 
tell her the latest horrifying detail of the story. Finally, Tommy’s mother came into Tommy’s 
room and kicked him out of bed. For the next hour or so, Tommy listened from his sleeping bag 
on the floor as his mother complained about his father’s unfortunate interest in things that kept 
both of them awake at night. The next morning, Tommy walked up behind his dad in the kitchen 
and tapped him on the arm. His dad jumped, threw the glass of orange juice he’d been holding, 
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and splashed his wife in the face with it. Tommy’s mom spent the rest of the morning yelling 
about how she’d known all along that “horror junk” would scare him witless, like it always did. 
Tommy felt pretty bad about the whole thing. We thought it was hilarious. Since she hadn’t been 
around when he’d told Eli and I the story, Tommy started telling Jane all about it at the girly 
table. We saw most of what happened from where we sat. Tommy and Jane sat on the bench that 
faced away from us, but were half-turned toward each other. Though Jane giggled in all the right 
places and nodded as Tommy spoke, her new friends were not impressed. Their leader, who the 
rest of us called Penelope Priss-pot behind her back, said in a loud voice that books like that 
were trash and she couldn’t understand why anyone would want to read one. Tommy mumbled 
something about the book being real popular, but the snooty trio simply stared until Tommy’s 
face went purple with embarrassment and he retreated to our table, his story unfinished. Jane 
called after him, but the girls told her not to bother. When he sat down at our table, they finally 
laughed. 
 “Hey, don’t worry ’bout them, OK?” Eli said. Tommy nodded, but didn’t respond. I was 
sure he was trying not to cry, and not because of those girls — he had been humiliated in front of 
Jane, whom he loved so desperately. I glared at that pack of hyenas in their puffy, pastel sleeves 
and umbrella skirts as they cackled. 
 “Don’t they know you don’t get extra points from Jesus for wearin’ your Easter clothes in 
November?” I said, hoping to get a laugh out of Tommy. He didn’t make a sound, just kept his 
head down and peeled strips from his string cheese to lay in a neat little pile. I moved my hand 
from where it propped up my chin, and my face slammed against the table. I heard the girls 
collapse into hysterics. 
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 “What the —?” Eli dropped his sandwich and put his hand on my back. “You OK?” 
 The locket had gone from light as a feather to heavy as a cinderblock. I couldn’t lift my 
head. I grunted, then whimpered. Drool slithered from my mouth and seeped into the wood. 
 “I cain’t… I cain’t move!” I cried as best I could through mashed lips. I grabbed Eli’s 
knee. He got behind me and pulled my shoulders to try and help me up. Instead, my face slid 
along the rough surface of the picnic table. With difficulty, I turned my throbbing face toward 
Jane’s table. The two girls who weren’t obstructed by my sister’s back looked terrified. Not of 
what had happened to me — their eyes were on Jane. I couldn’t say how much time passed. Eli’s 
hands rested on my shoulders. I would’ve bet money he and Tommy were both watching Jane’s 
table, same as me. The two girls I could see were mesmerized. They twitched like they were 
being pinched. Jane murmured something I couldn’t hear. The three of them got up in unison and 
scurried away, with Priss-pot in the lead. When they were about three yards away, one of them 
shot an uneasy glance over her shoulder in our direction, then faced front again.  
 Jane stood up, replaced the items in her lunchbox one by one, closed it, and walked over 
to our table. I’d been so caught up in the scene before me, I didn’t realize until she was halfway 
there that I was able to lift my head. Jane’s eyes were flat as discs, black from the irises in. I was 
convinced that if anyone had tried to hit her in the face just then, they would’ve broken every 
bone in their hand. She looked the way she did during her post-church reveries, only more 
severe. Jane sat down next to Tommy, whose mouth hung open.  
 “Whu-what’d you say to ‘em?” he asked. 
 Jane’s strange expression melted into a broad smile. 
 “Go on, Tommy. Finish your story.” 
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 Tommy’s eyes brimmed with tears he was far too happy to be embarrassed of. He 
launched into his big finish with gusto, and Jane’s laughter was like a chorus of angels. 
 “Sheesh,” Eli muttered behind me. “An’ I thought you were the scary twin.” 
 As we got ready for bed that night, I asked Jane about what happened at lunchtime.  
 “Did your locket get heavy at lunchtime?” I asked. Jane unbuttoned the front of her dress 
with her back to me. 
 “No.” 
 “Mine did. After Tommy came back and sat with me an’ Eli,” I said. “While you was 
talkin’ to them cupcakes.” Jane stepped out of her dress and said nothing. “Made me crack my 
head on the table.” She strode over to her side of our open closet and chose a nightgown without 
comment, draping the dress she had shed onto the same hanger the nightgown had occupied. “So 
what’d you say to ‘em?” 
 Jane pulled the nightgown over her head and shimmied into it.  
 “I mean, they looked like you told ‘em you was gonna cut up they favorite dresses or 
somethin’,” I pressed. She shrugged. 
 “I just told them to leave Tommy alone,” she said, straightening the quilt Grandma had 
made for her. I had one, too. Jane’s featured a bejeweled depiction of the moon; mine, the sun.  
 “That all?” 
 She fixed me with an empty stare. “Who cares what I said? You scare people all the 
time.” 
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 “Not like that. I never seen nobody look like that before. You spooked ‘em.” 
 Jane pressed her heels to the toes of each kneesock she wore and pulled her feet out of 
them in two long strokes. She picked up the socks, folded them, and placed them in their 
designated drawer. I watched her turn back the corner of her quilt and climb into bed. She sat 
erect and tilted her head towards me. “I got them to shut up. Didn’t you say that’s all that 
matters?”  
 I couldn’t think of a reply. I stood, dumbfounded, halfway out of my clothes, as she 
turned off the light. 
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Chapter Nine 
 Her skin is like silk. She smells of the cocoa butter Mama used to make us rub into the 
folds of our elbows and knees every day. I lick my lips and taste it after kissing her shoulder. I 
slide my fingers inside her and she arches away, but grips my shoulder tight. I slide them out 
again and let my thumb glide along her vulva. There are bumps where hairs have begun to 
sprout. My burgeoning patch is already coming in. Her mouth opens and I seal it with mine. She 
pulls away, runs her tongue up my neck. The rough scar from her knife is not yet there. I bite the 
place where her neck and shoulder meet. She gasps in reverse as if she’s been punctured. I kiss 
her little girl lips. She presses her forehead against mine. 
 “I love you, Jill.” 
 I don’t respond. I can’t. Why can’t I talk? Our lockets are suddenly around our necks and 
merging into one. A fear so great it cannot be logical sweeps through me and I try to push her 
away, but her locket chain melts into the giant golden heart between us and drags her forward. 
She is not afraid. She wants the three of us — she, I, the locket — to become one. She locks my 
waist in an iron embrace. My shoulder slides toward her along the sheets despite my frantic 
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pushing. I lift the sheet to look at the arms clenched about me. They are burnt caramel, large, 
muscled. I lift my head and Daddy meets my gaze.  
 I beat my fists against him but he won’t let go. The locket does not try to absorb him; he 
is too heavy. It only wants me. He catches my flying fists in his like fireflies and stuffs my hands 
into the molten gold of the heart charm. The gold releases him, but I am in up to my elbows. My 
chest is coated in metal. I’m dying. I… 
* * * 
  
 Waking up beside her was my favorite thing to do. Especially after those nights we’d 
spent exploring each other, which we’d started doing a couple of years earlier. What was soft and 
wet inside her was the same in me. It was like making love to myself. I’d push my fingers deep 
into the opening between her legs and watch her move like she never did any other time. 
Something in her strained to resist but also wanted more, I could tell. And we were only children 
with no idea what we were up to. All we knew was that it felt good and that it was another way 
for us to learn about each other. I’d pull my fingers out of her, smell them, try to memorize the 
scent of her. She played it differently; pushed and pushed until I couldn’t stand it anymore. 
Wriggled her frantic fingers and petted my insides as if to say It’s alright, baby, shhhh… And I 
loved it.  
 I tried the same with Eli, sometime after we watched that grownup movie in his garage. I 
rubbed his penis between my palms like I was trying to start a fire. I kissed it. His eyes fluttered. 
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But when the time came for him to explore me, it was… too strange. I didn’t want him to. I 
loved him, but I couldn’t let him do that. It could only ever be Jane. 
 Jane and I spent the night after  that weird lunch period with the snotty girls and Tommy 
entwined like everything was as it had always been. When I opened my eyes the next morning, 
Daddy hovered over us. I tried to blink him away, but unlike my dream, he was real and wouldn’t 
leave. I couldn’t interpret the look on his face. When he saw I was awake, one corner of his 
mouth rose like he’d seen just what he expected to. He yanked the covers from us. 
 “Time for school,” he said. He never woke us up. He only ate breakfast with us on 
weekends and was usually well on his way to work by the time we started getting dressed. But 
that morning he was there. Something electric, angry, radiated from him. His eyes scraped our 
naked bodies. I tried to grab the quilt from him but he held it just out of reach.  
 “Get up,” he commanded.  
 Jane slept on. He eyed her slender hips before bringing a hand down on her exposed 
backside. The slap against her skin was loud as a thunderclap. Her eyes shot open and she 
automatically held her hand against the sting his had left. She didn’t seem to realize what had 
happened. He loomed over us, making no move to leave. Finally, I grabbed the quilt from him as 
he lazily took in Jane’s bewildered face. He chuckled.  
 “We’ll get ready,” I said. He didn’t move. “Daddy,” I said. It seemed to take a mighty 
effort to make his eyes move from Jane to me. “We up now. We’ll get ready,” I said. His eyes 
tightened as he smirked and turned away. When he got to the threshold he stopped, but did not 
turn around. 
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 “Make sure you fully covered, hear?” he said. Neither I, nor Jane — still bleary-eyed 
with sleep — responded. He laughed to himself and left.  
 In class that day, we continued to discuss Lord of the Flies. We had reached the tale’s 
climax, where Piggy dies. Miss Fincher was sure Jane would have something important to say 
about such a pivotal event. And if Jane had no comment on that, she’d surely have something to 
say about the use of the word “nigger” from Piggy’s mouth just before his death by a tremendous 
forty-foot fall. Miss Fincher thought it important not to shield us from such things. Maybe she 
thought it would help Jane and I in some small way, teaching our classmates that just because we 
looked different from them, it didn’t give them license to call us out of our names. But they 
found other reasons. They always did.  
 Piggy had tried to speak to the other children. To get them to calm down after a riot had 
begun. But they threw stones at him, and he was knocked off balance. Poor pudgy Piggy. Even 
on a deserted island, he couldn’t escape the nickname that haunted his every step in the so-called 
civilized world. He had hoped for a fresh start at the book’s beginning. He’d told Ralph in 
confidence what his tormentors at home had called him — said he never wanted to be called that 
name again. But Ralph betrayed him… on page six.  
 “Well?” Miss Fincher fixed us with an inquiring stare. “What does everybody think about 
the way Piggy died? Does it seem fair? Does it make sense to you? Was it fate?” After each 
question mark, her eyes darted to where my sister sat staring into space. “Any thoughts?” 
 “I thought it was horrible,” said Ruby Parker. “It made me feel weird inside. I hope I 
never see a dead person in real life. Ever.” 
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 “That’s understandable, Ruby,” Miss Fincher said after a pause. She went over to stand 
behind Ruby’s chair and patted her head. “I hope, too, that you never see a dead person. Anyone 
else?” She scanned the room, but everyone only stared at each other and shifted uncomfortably 
in their seats. Again, her eyes landed on Jane who sat completely still. When I glanced at her, she 
seemed to be contemplating the metal tray that held Miss Fincher’s blackboard erasers. Miss 
Fincher strolled in a way she clearly hoped seemed nonchalant past one of my sister’s folded 
elbows to stand in front of Jane’s desk. “Well?” Miss Fincher asked. “What about you, Jane?” 
 Jane did not move or blink. She slid her eyes upward and locked them onto Miss 
Fincher’s. “I don’t think it matters. In the end.”  
 Miss Fincher frowned. “What do you mean?” 
 “Piggy died because he was too fat to get out of the way, and too heavy to get his balance 
back. And too scared to be on his own. He was so desperate to have a friend that he latched onto 
Ralph even though Ralph made fun of him from the very beginning.” Miss Fincher’s eyebrows 
arched one at a time. “Piggy was the weakest. He made himself a target. If he’d kept his mouth 
shut when they first got there and made the others guess what he was like instead of sniveling 
and giving everything away, he would’ve lived. No one had to know who he was before, but he 
told. He could’ve been anyone he wanted to, but he wasted his chance. It was his own fault he 
died.” 
 Miss Fincher blinked three times in quick succession.  
 “There’s nothing wrong or right about it,” Jane continued. “It’s just true.” 
 “Well…” Miss Fincher began, looking around the room. “That’s one way to look at it. 
But I’m surprised, Jane.”  
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 “Why?” 
 “I guess I was expecting more… sympathy for Piggy.” 
 Jane’s eyes sharpened. “Because I’m the weak one?” 
 Miss Fincher went so red she almost glowed. “No, I… that’s not at all what I meant.” I 
knew she was telling the truth, but I also knew she’d realized immediately how her comment had 
come across. “I mean I expected sympathy from the whole class. I’m sure you all know what it’s 
like to be afraid and feel alone. To be made fun of.” 
 Jane stared through Miss Fincher. For what felt like the millionth time, I wondered what 
she was thinking. It had become routine.  
 “I’m tellin’ you, these things ain’t right.” 
 Eli sighed. We’d already had this discussion five times before; it was starting to wear on 
him. “They just necklaces,” he said. It was after school and we were in his garage. Most days, I 
went to Eli’s to play after school while Jane either went home to watch cartoons, or played at 
Tommy’s a few houses down from where Eli lived. Those hours were the only ones Jane and I 
spent apart. I decided to take advantage of it and at least try to stop whatever hold the lockets had 
on us. Eli didn’t get it, even after that weird thing that happened at lunch the other day. His 
family were all very rational, and he was a budding Mr. Spock himself. I knew he only ever went 
along with my schemes because he cared for me. 
 At that moment, he was crouched beneath his dad’s worktable with a flashlight. His 
tongue stuck out the side of his mouth as he stretched an arm as far forward as it would go, 
shining light on the cobwebbed depths and corners filled with pyramids of mouse droppings.  
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 “Hm!” Eli expelled a noise of discovery from down in his throat and let it escape through 
his nose. He got all the way to his knees while I bent sideways behind him, trying to see. He slid 
backward on his knees through a grease stain on the floor as he dragged a heavy, metal box out 
from beneath the worktable. As soon as the other end of it was exposed, I got to my knees and 
pushed as he pulled. Eli’s dad’s toolbox was as big as half a kid. As we slid it toward the middle 
of the garage, I wondered what all could possibly be in there. Felt like rocks. The metal clips on 
the front, like much of the box, had been kissed orange with rust. I swiped a finger along one of 
them and Eli cried, “NO!”  
 “What?” I asked. 
 He ran back to the worktable and grabbed a giant pair of gloves gray with age, and a 
clean rag from a bin full of them. He ran to the large work sink they had fitted in a corner of their 
garage and wet the rag with hot water.“My dad says if you touch rust and it gets in a cut you 
didn’t know you had, you can get tetanus.” He said, and grabbed my hand. He held the wet part 
of the rag against my finger for a few seconds, then twisted it hard as he removed it. “Your jaw’ll 
lock shut an’ you’ll have to eat through a straw.” Eli threw the rag into another bin and put both 
of his hands on either side of mine, pressing them together like he was praying over me. He 
wanted me to keep my fingers straight. Then he forced the right-handed glove onto my hand and 
put the other glove on himself. With my newly gloved fingers, I pulled at one metal clip and Eli 
pulled at the other. With a violent squeal, mine came undone. Once Eli unfastened his, we pushed 
the lid up. I recognized a screwdriver and a few wrenches of different sizes, but more than half 
the tools were things I’d never seen before in my life. Eli, however, rummaged through the mess 
of metal like he knew exactly what he was looking for. I picked up a plastic rectangle with clear 
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tubes in it. The tubes were full of a neon yellow liquid displaced by a giant air bubble that rolled 
from one end of the device to the other depending on how I held it. 
 “What’s this do?” I asked. 
 “It’s a level,” Eli said, still rummaging. “If you wanna put shelves or a pitcher on the 
wall, it’ll make sure they ain’t crooked. Ah!” He pulled out a hammer. “Let’s try this first.” 
 The locket was heavy as I lifted its chain from my neck and went to pull it over my head. 
The more I pulled, the heavier it got. I didn’t say it out loud because Eli already thought I was 
being ridiculous, but I knew the locket didn’t want to come off. I put my hand on the clasp and, 
after lots more fiddling than should be necessary, the chain came undone. The charm hit the floor 
with a bang and when I pushed it towards Eli, I saw an inch-long crack in the concrete floor 
where the necklace had fallen. A low-frequency buzzing began near my ears. Eli was talking, but 
I couldn’t hear him.  
 “… do it?” he said.  
 “What?” 
 “I said: d’you wanna do it?” Eli held the hammer out to me.  
 After a long pause, I took the hammer from him. My body trembled. What would happen 
if I tried to destroy this thing? Would it suddenly draw itself up on chain legs and slink towards 
me? Would it strangle me and Eli? Would it explode? Eli nodded at me, encouraging me to get 
on with it. I raised the hammer high, closed my eyes, and brought it down. During its plummet, 
the hammer’s head veered right before it could hit the locket. I was strong for a kid my age, but 
I’d never wielded tools before so I chalked my miss up to closed eyes and inexperience. I raised 
the hammer not quite as high and opened my eyes wide before bringing it down again. That time 
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I felt it without a doubt— the hammer had shifted leftward as if pushed by a gust of wind. But 
the garage door was closed.  
 “It don’t want me to hit it.” 
 Eli squinched his face up like he’d just eaten a lemon. “What?” 
 “You try,” I said, and held the hammer out to him. 
 Eli brought the hammer down hard onto… concrete. He frowned. No luck the second 
time either.  
 “See?” I said. Eli clutched the wooden neck of the hammer at a higher point and slammed 
it down again. Again. Again. Faster. Small pock marks started to appear in the floor. If I’d 
wanted to, I could’ve connected the dots to make the jagged outline of a heart. Eli hadn’t made 
contact even once. He contemplated the locket, trying to come up with an explanation that made 
sense. In the end, he murmured, 
 “Kinda dark in here. Hard to see.”  
 I said nothing as he picked the locket up and brought it over to the work table. The light 
was slightly better over there, but I didn’t think it would make any difference. Imagine my 
surprise when Eli brought the hammer down with all his strength onto the locket. He pounded 
the necklace until his skin got dewy with sweat, then he set the tool aside. We brought our heads 
in close and squinted down at the locket together. Not a scratch. I didn’t know the expression 
then but I felt it throughout my whole body: it was humoring us. A shadow flitted past the garage 
door’s windows. My skin prickled at the thought of us being watched. 
 “Here, let’s try this,” Eli said, dangling the necklace down between the two clamps of his 
father’s bench vise. It looked like the hungry mouth of a broken robot. The clamps were set wide 
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apart in preparation to receive. “Here, hold this,” Eli said as he pulled me to where he was 
standing. I smelled the oniony stink from his armpits as he moved around me. The air in the 
garage was so close and warm despite winter lurking around the corner. Eli handed the chain off 
to me and started turning the long metal rod that brought the clamps together. I kept the locket 
dangling in the space where Eli had held it. His breathing got heavier, but he kept rotating the 
rod which, like his father’s toolbox, had begun to corrode to reddish-orange and required extra 
coaxing to move. It was even harder once the clamps tried to meet with the locket between them. 
Eli pushed until his face burned red. Thin rivulets of sweat ran down his cheeks and met at his 
chin in one large drop that plummeted onto the unyielding locket and broke apart. I told him to 
let me try. I pulled down on the rod’s top end with all my might. I grunted and yanked. I thought 
I could hear the veins inside my head pop one at a time. The little golden heart would not give. A 
jolt of pain started at my feet and rode through my body like an electric shock. I collapsed to my 
knees.  
 “What’s wrong?” Eli asked, his eyes wide with concern. 
 “Nothin’. Just… help me with it,” I said, climbing to my feet. My knees quaked. What 
was that wave of agony? Was the locket breaking? I grabbed the top of the rod with new 
determination, ignoring the shudders rippling through me. Eli pulled from the bottom. A hard 
knock rattled the side door to the garage. A dark, two-humped silhouette was visible behind the 
frosted glass. Eli turned his head. 
 “No!” I screamed. “Don’t stop! It’s workin’ — I can feel it!” I don’t think Eli had ever 
seen me so desperate. He gave a quick nod and went back to pulling. It felt like a red-hot spear 
was piercing my chest, inch by inch. I had the thought that, even if this killed me, it’d be worth it 
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if it meant destroying that necklace. The knocking became a frantic banging. Eli and I kept 
pulling. My guts throbbed with pain; they were going to explode onto the walls, I knew it. The 
handle of the locked door twisted back and forth. Whoever — or whatever — it was, wanted in. 
We pulled. The doorknob shook furiously. A high-pitched squeal shook the panes of glass in the 
door. This is it, I thought. This is how I die.  
 I don’t remember hitting the ground. 
 When I opened my eyes again, she was there. I’d never seen her so angry. Tommy 
cowered in the doorway while my sister bent over me. Her face was as close to mine as could be 
without us merging into one person. She said in a low and dangerous voice, “You were tryna 
break it, weren’t you?” 
 Back home, I sat on my bed and Jane sat on hers, our backs to one another. The boys had 
walked us home from Eli’s and Jane hadn’t said a word since. The silent hours crawled by until, 
finally, it was time for bed. I watched my toes dangle above the carpet. If I stretched my legs, I 
could touch the floor. I realized it wouldn’t be too long before my feet could touch the ground 
without effort. It was a strange thought. I wondered, too, if Jane and I would still be mad at each 
other by then. I snuck a peek at her over my shoulder. A lump wrapped in a blanket sat at the 
edge of her bed. The faux jewels bordering the moon on her back winked as she pulled the quilt 
more tightly about her. I wanted it to be my arms she was pulling closer.  
 “Jane,” I said. She didn’t turn around. I twisted my torso in her direction. “I’m sorry, OK? 
I jus’… wanted to help.” 
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 She jumped out of bed and glared at me. “By breaking it?” I was across the room from 
her, yet I knew she had tears in her eyes by how she tried to gulp down the wobble in her voice. 
“They’re special! Two things the same. Like us.” Her face sat in the middle of the bunched up 
blanket like a gem trapped in a cocoon. Her fingertips were like pearls strung tightly into the 
fabric as she clutched the quilt closer.  
 “The thing moved the hammer when I tried to hit it!” I screamed. “It’s alive and I felt 
like…” I looked down at my naked toes. “I felt like it was laughin’ at us.” I made my voice as 
small as possible. “I know what they mean to you,” I said. “But they dangerous! I seen you 
whisperin’ to yours. You been actin’ weird. Ever since we got ‘em. You scared them girls, an’— ” 
 “Those girls were dogs.” She spat the words in a voice I didn’t recognize. Her eyes 
darkened. I couldn’t think of anything to say. My mouth hung open. 
 “What’s happenin’ to you?” I whispered. 
 Jane’s pupils, which had engulfed her irises, shrunk slowly back to normal. She was 
becoming that girl she always was after church, but more often this time, and I didn’t want it. If 
she became that person completely, I didn’t think I’d ever get her back. Then I’d be alone here — 
in this house, on this Earth — forever. Sure, there was Eli, and Grandma. But I could only be me 
around them because the other half of me was tucked safely away inside my sister. Her lip 
trembled, but her eyes were empty. She blinked the emptiness away and was herself again. But 
how long would it last? I strode solemnly to her bedside only stopping when the two of us stood 
toe-to-toe.  
 “I have to keep you safe,” I whispered. Jane’s lips stretched apart as she scrunched her 
eyelids together and shook her head. She was telling me without telling me that she didn’t need 
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me to do that. But she wasn’t privy to my nightmares. I never told her about the horrible things I 
saw when I closed my eyes, or how afraid I was of her drifting away from me. I hugged her as 
close to me as I could and buried my nose in the top of her head. She sobbed.  
 “I’ll getchu some water,” I said. Jane nodded and let go of one side of the blanket so she 
could wipe her eyes. The blanket drooped, exposing one bony shoulder. The thin straps of her 
cotton nightgown were dotted with small daisies cut from the same material. I remember 
thinking how cold she’d get during the night if she didn’t sleep with an extra blanket. I resolved 
to tell her so upon my return.  
 I crept over to the door and pushed on it before turning the knob all the way. I pulled the 
door open as slowly as possible so it wouldn’t creak. It was our bedtime, but Mama and Daddy 
were still up. Usually they watched TV together downstairs, but for some reason they were both 
in their bedroom already. I stepped out into the empty hallway and pulled the door to me without 
shutting it. I pictured the narrow strip of yellow light running down my face in a long line. I 
could hear the bed springs grunt as Jane sat down. The upstairs hallway wasn’t long, but at the 
moment it was pitch black except for that single stripe of yellow light. I strained my ears in the 
direction of my parent’s room. I could hear their voices, but not what they said. I remembered 
Jane’s story about seeing Daddy climb out the window. I took a step toward their murmuring 
voices. The floor creaked. The voices stopped. I held my breath. Silence boomed in my ears. 
After three excruciating seconds, the voices resumed. I exhaled.  
 There was a trick to walking down our hallway without making noise. Jane and I figured 
it out one night when we couldn’t sleep and wanted ice-cream from the freezer. Beneath the 
carpet, the floorboards closest to the walls held weight more solidly than the boards which lay 
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between them. And because the two of us had such small feet, we could walk on those boards 
without touching the ones beside them. Since our hallway wasn’t wide, I easily stepped from the 
middle of it to the side where our bedroom door sat ajar. Pretending to be a tightrope walker 
made the otherwise scary prospect of doing something that could get me in trouble fun. Touching 
the heel of my front foot against the toes of my back foot, I made my way to the stairs, jumping 
from the second-to-last one to the floor in front of the kitchen entrance because the last stair was 
noisy.     
 There was a step stool Mama always kept by the backdoor for those cups and plates in 
the upper cabinets that she couldn’t quite reach on her own. I picked it up and carefully set it 
down beside the stove. As I reached for one of the small glasses, I heard the voices upstairs get 
louder. Mama was crying. I still couldn’t quite make out what they were saying. Mama’s voice 
sounded shaky and thick — waterlogged. I put the stool back by the door and tiptoed to the sink. 
I turned the knob with the letter C etched into its center. Cold water dribbled from the faucet into 
the glass I held. I filled it halfway, then shut the faucet off. As I crept back up the stairs, Mama 
screamed, “Ain’t you had enough yet? I’m right here!” 
 Their bedroom door flew open as I reached the hallway landing. He came toward me, a 
dark, hulking shape.  
 “I’m sorry, Daddy. I was thirsty. I — ” 
 He reached our bedroom door just before I did, put one great hand on my forehead and 
pushed me away. I dropped the glass, which rolled behind me. I stepped on the glass as I 
stumbled backward, and fell as it rolled out from under me. Our bedroom door slammed shut. I 
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hurled myself against it, beating my fists bloody on the wood. Jane screamed. I screamed. Jane 
cried. I cried. Mama watched through the crack in her door, terrified. For whom? I couldn’t tell. 
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Chapter Ten 
 I don’t know if I’ve been careless or if this has just gotten too easy for me. I’m watching 
my target through the corner of his motel room window. He’s sitting at a card table with some 
other guy. My guy’s a candidate in Chicago’s upcoming mayoral election. He’s also a dealer with 
country-wide connections. What does he deal in? You name it, he’ll give it to you. For a price. 
One of his best customers was a police superintendent who got hooked on heroin. The guy I’m 
after kept him well-supplied in exchange for keeping the cops off the backs of his associates. 
People started noticing a change in the superintendent. Eventually he blew his own brains out 
and left a note apologizing to his wife for disappointing her. As mayor, my dealer could appoint a 
new superintendent. In fact, he could install his people in every facet of city government. The 
current mayor and all of his underlings who fear for their jobs decided to put their heads together 
and come up with a solution. I’m the solution they came up with. But I’m trying something 
different this time.  
 Bruno and I are partners in this business, but we usually work alone. I prefer to shoot 
since it gets the job done faster, but Bruno likes to experiment on his prey by trying out stuff he’s 
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seen on crime dramas. Thanks to a lovely little instance of serendipity, and by “serendipity” I 
mean manipulation, the man my target’s meeting with right now happens to be Bruno’s quarry. 
My vote was to shoot the pair of them, but Bruno said it’d be better to try out one of his ideas 
since it’d probably lead the police to look for someone who knew them both. After all, why 
would a total stranger take the time to do something so elaborate? I pointed out to Bru that the 
police generally start with folks who know the victims no matter how they’re killed. Besides, I 
reminded him, these two probably have any number of enemies who will keep the police 
occupied… but Bruno wasn’t having it. I honestly think he was just excited to try this 
foolishness out, and I didn’t have the energy to argue with him. I think these whacked out ideas 
of his remind him of when we were teenagers who’d pass the time by building the most 
dangerous shit we could think of, like that baseball bomb full of nails. It had been a respite from 
the hell we endured after being forced out of the place we called home a second time.  
 There’s an episode of some crime drama he likes, I can’t remember which one, where the 
victims die of carbon dioxide poisoning. The skin on their dead bodies is hot pink when the cops 
find them, and they spend the whole episode trying to figure out why. Turns out they turned pink 
after being exposed to the extremely low temperatures of the dry ice that poisoned them. Bruno 
managed to get his hands on some dry ice after his last job. He actually asked his previous client, 
a university professor and scientist, to pay him in 50 lbs of it (in addition to the cost of 
expenses). Since they were able to get it relatively easily, they agreed, though they requested that 
Bruno keep his means of procurement to himself if he’s ever caught with it. Bruno agreed… not 
that the promise of an assassin means much. If nothing else, it puts people at ease. For the 
moment, at least. 
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 Since this is Bru’s deal, he did most of the work — all I have to do is keep watch and 
make sure our rats don’t escape their cage, though that’s unlikely. According to our research, 
these two go through at least one case of 24 beers whenever they meet. We crushed up some 
Valium and poured one 2mg pill’s worth of powder per bottle of Heineken. It’s pretty easy to pop 
the top off a beer bottle and put it back. If the people drinking are preoccupied enough, they 
won’t notice that their bottle cap was unusually easy to open; if they notice, they won’t care. So 
far, my guy’s downed five, and Bruno’s is on his fourth since he’s doing most of the talking. It’s 
so funny to watch drugs take effect. It’s like someone pressed the ‘slo mo’ button. Bru’s man had 
his hands flying through the air in front of him at first, punctuating every sentence by slamming 
his fist down on the table. Now, he looks like he’s conducting an aria. My guy’s head is bobbing 
in agreement, though I doubt he knows what he’s agreeing to at this point. One of the beds in the 
room is bare of its blanket because that same blanket is wrapped around my mark. Bruno’s target 
is sitting with his back to the room’s chest of drawers wearing what looks like every shirt from 
his suitcase. The TV’s sitting atop the dresser. It’s usually easy to hear someone’s television 
through motel walls, especially if you’re near a window. The screen’s flashing and my nose is 
pressed to the window but I can’t hear anything; the sound’s turned down. A car jumps a make-
shift ramp made by a conveniently lowered truck bed, flies through the air and turns upside down 
as it soars. The crash is inaudible, and somehow more horrifying for it. Behind the dresser, at the 
level of the filthy carpet is a hole large enough for a raccoon to scamper through. That hole opens 
into one of Bruno’s rooms. He booked three — after taking the irritated motel owner around the 
property and pretending to choose each based on its proximity to the ice machine and the half-
distant noise of the highway — and hasn’t slept in any of them. The raccoon hole is packed with 
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dry ice. The idea is, once these goons are knocked out, the carbon dioxide should finish them off. 
While my guy was meeting the other at the airport, we filled every crack in the room that air 
might escape through. They’d die even if we hadn’t, but Bruno likes to be sure.  
 My guy holds up a hand, then runs the fingers over his lips. The hand drops back into his 
lap. His friend is struggling to talk.  
 “Move out da way; I wanna see,” Bruno says at my elbow. There’s a big bottle wrapped 
in brown paper sitting between us and Bru’s smoking beside me. It’s 3AM and no one’s about. If 
they were, they’d either peg us as bored or wasted. Or both. I crawl over Bruno to switch places. 
He slides into the window frame nose first at a diagonal, watching them through one eye. I laugh. 
 “You don’t have to be so careful,” I say. “You could prob’ly press your ham all up on that 
window an’ swirl it in circles an’ they wouldn’t e’em notice.”  
 Bruno peeks over his shoulder at me to see if I’m being serious or if I’m just trying to get 
him caught, which I’ve done in the past just for fun. It’s the other reason we rarely work together. 
He sees something in my eyes that convinces him I’m not joking so he turns to face the window 
full on. After a few seconds, he frowns.  
 “Didn’t we use the weakest dosage on them pills?” 
 I press in beside him so I can see what he’s seeing. His guy is swaying like a palm tree, 
and mine’s slumped in his seat with an overturned beer bottle emptying itself into his lap from 
the table. I guess he conked out halfway through his sixth. The other man is drooling with the 
effort of speech. I guess his brain is on autopilot. 
 “Yeah, but they’ve had almost half the case between ‘em, and they ain’t huge,” I say. 
Bruno’s man falls out of his chair and a building explodes on the tv behind him as he hits the 
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floor. Bru looks at me and shrugs. Sharp pains zip through my knee caps as I stand and stretch. 
My back cracks. “You know it won’t be the same as on tv, right?” I ask him. For a moment he 
finds it impossible to stop staring at the two unconscious men in the room. His brow furrows as 
he tears his eyes away from them.  
 “What d’you mean? We did what we were s’posed to.” 
 “I know but… they black,” I say, thumbing at the window.  
 “So?” 
 “So… they might not get all pink like on the show.” 
 He turns back to the window. “Their skin could still change color. They aren’t that dark.” 
He stands up and rubs the needles from his knees. “Besides, if their skin don’t change, it’ll be 
even weirder for the cops. They won’t know what happened. It’s not like we gave ‘em enough 
Valium to overdose.” He bends to his right and extends a balletic arm above his head. Then the 
left.  
 “But we mixed the pills with beer. They could be dead already for all we know. You 
could be wasting your precious dry ice on a couple o’ corpses right now.”   
 He turns to me and grins. Eli’s face flashes briefly over Bruno’s and a wave of sadness 
hits me.  
 “Well, then,” he says, stretching his arms behind him. “We tried. A for effort an’ all that. 
Either way, they’re dead, innit?” 
* * * 
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 “Wowee! You’re a good ‘un, I tell ya, honey.” She shakes with laughter and her fiery 
orange curls shimmy against her cheeks. She thumbs through bill after dollar bill. “$2000! For 
one night’s work? The hell you do to these jokers, huh?”  
 “I show ‘em God, Edith,” Jane says, smiling.  
 Edith’s gut jiggles with the softness of flan as another laugh escapes her. “Must do. I 
cain’t explain it no other way. You my star, girl!” Edith wraps Jane in her arms like an aunt 
squeezing her favorite niece. Jane tries to picture her grandmother, but Edith is far too gruff to be 
accurately compared to the best adult Jane ever knew. Where her granny was gentle, Edith is 
blunt like brick. Her affection always broadsides, while Grandma’s coaxed you forward. Jane 
endures a few more seconds of her madam’s pawing before leaning backward. Edith notices, and 
lets go easily; Jane’s made her far too much money for Edith to be offended. The girl could stand 
outside and beat passers by with a two-by-four if she wanted; as long as she kept Edith in the 
black, not much else mattered. “G’wan upstairs an’ take you a rest. You earned it,” she says, 
fanning herself with her new wad of cash.  
 Jane moves past Edith toward the stairs at the center of the entrance hall. The house is a 
large building that still manages somehow to avoid notice since it’s tucked away on a lesser-
known street at the edge of DC. Every girl shares a room with at least one other girl. The more 
girls under Edith’s care, the more she made out like a bandit come payday. Edith demanded half 
of every girl’s earnings (in and out of the brothel) from day one in addition to the weekly $600 in 
exchange for food and a place to lay their heads. If she felt she was being shorted, that girl would 
end up with something vital broken or missing before getting tossed out. Edith didn’t do the 
breaking herself — she had people for that — but she did like to watch. In spite of all this, she 
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always thought of herself as more of a mother than a madam. You takes care uh me, I takes care 
uh you is the prevailing mentality at E’s Den, and it goes for everybody: the girls, the customers, 
the staff, and the government. At least three times a week, people in power trip through the door 
hoping to “wind down” after a long day of doing their part to run the country. Edith respects their 
necessity to this world, and the feeling is mutual. 
 Jane drags the toes of her boots along the plush floors before climbing the grand 
staircase. When she first purchased this place, Edith had had a glaring vision of what could be, 
and she’d made it so. She covered the mahogany floorboards with cotton-filled cushions. She’d 
considered goose feathers, but she didn’t want the floor to be so plush you sank through it. The 
cushions were sewn together into a firm pillow carpet, then overlain with crushed velvet. With 
that — as well as a crystal chandelier and paint flecked with gold leaf — the foyer became the 
most luxurious padded room known to man. This, Edith’s brand of elegance, extended to every 
room on the first floor. She decided to relegate the goose down pillows to the bedrooms. The 
men could request that nearly anything (within reason) be brought to them. The house had a cook 
with a fancy education who had failed to impress his mentors abroad. But what isn’t good 
enough for foreign, five-star restaurants was more than good enough for Edith. She assembled an 
entire family of failures. People with boundless potential who had not yet been given the chance 
to reach it. But the jewels in Edith’s crown were her girls. Aged sixteen — for those who liked it 
tight and “unspoiled” — up to a surprisingly well-kept fifty-two, Edith’s ladies were what kept 
her in luxury and the clients coming back for more. Jane made up the unusual center of this 
spectrum; she was in her thirties but often passed for eighteen with her skin like dark caramel 
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fresh off the boil and a slender frame that hinted at the ability to coil about you like a python. She 
was often requested, and never disappointed. 
 She didn’t always kill the men she slept with. Edith would’ve started sniffing around if 
all of Jane’s clients failed to return. No, Jane had a rule: the men she saw at the house (unless 
particularly insufferable) could keep their lives — playtime was for outside the house. Familiar 
faces kept Edith happy, and Jane didn’t mind this place much. Well really, she didn’t feel like 
going through the trouble of finding another hidey-hole; it wasn’t time for that yet. Jill still 
hadn’t discovered her current whereabouts so she was safe, for now.  
 Her paid-for romps in the house weren’t so unbearable either. She took the opportunity to 
practice. She could do anything she wanted to them, and did. In the end all they’d remember is 
that they’d had a wonderful time. Once, she carved a portrait of the first lady into the thigh of the 
District Attorney with a piece of a broken bottle, but blocked the parts of his brain that control 
his throat muscles and his ability to scream. She had never seen a man’s eyes so close to popping 
out of his skull. She pushed the glass into one of the wounds until the man’s face was soaked in 
salt water and snot. His eyes bulged as he tried to produce a sound, any sound. She had tied his 
limbs to the bed posts leaving only his head untethered. He thrashed and thrashed at the neck. 
Eventually, in an effort to displace the pain, he bit down on his tongue until blood leaked from 
the corners of his mouth. The red met the hot transparent wash of tears in a swirl of pink. It was 
magnificent. 
 The staircase splits in two when you reach the first landing. Either path in the fork took 
you to the next floor, but this type of design was more impressive than one continuous staircase, 
according to Edith. Clients weren’t allowed on the second floor of the building, so they didn’t 
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experience the rapid shift from luxe to lackluster that was routine for the girls, whose rooms 
were upstairs. Jane had always suspected that the upper floor of the building was unchanged 
from the way it had been when Edith gained ownership of the property, but didn’t care enough to 
rifle through Edith’s thoughts to confirm. There was one light source in each room and two along 
the entire, long hallway. The naked bulbs swung whenever a draft seeped through the gaps 
between boards. It was advised that all the girls wear shoes while upstairs, unless they wanted to 
spend their hard-earned money on rugs since their madam refused to carpet the hallway or their 
rooms. Most girls have area rugs or even bath mats in their bedrooms so they can enjoy at least 
some of the square footage with their feet uncovered. Jane’s boots make the floorboards creak. 
 “It’s like we got our own college dorm or somethin’!” Jane’s roommate said once. But 
that’s not what this place reminds her of. How could it? She had never been to a university 
except as a guest at a party where a group of frat boys and sorority girls leapt to their deaths from 
the roof in fulfillment of what was thought to be a suicide pact. None of the students interviewed 
had anything to say about the black woman nobody knew who slipped away when the 
ambulances pulled into the driveway. They didn’t even remember to mention her. 
 “Hey! You get that money last night, girl?” Sharmane says laughing when she hears Jane 
walk across the threshold into their bedroom. Jane’s roommate is bent over an open drawer in 
their shared dresser shoving handfuls of clothing aside. Her back is to the doorway. She bends 
lower and pushes her twiggish arm to the back of the drawer. The thick braids resting on her back 
roll off and swing down against her biceps. “I know you Mama E’s favorite. I can’t even be mad, 
though. I couldn’t stand to be ‘round however many men you got to work to make that kinda 
money.” 
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 “I can barely stand it myself,” Jane says. Sharmane snorts appreciatively.  
 Jane runs her eyes over her roommate’s get up and wonders what it is about sequins that 
is so repellent. Perhaps it’s that Sharmane’s body as she drips the offending decoration is erect 
and proud, as if they were diamonds and not the first choice of old hags grasping at an imagined 
glamour. Sharmane is petite, almost childlike. Seeing her baby doll legs sheathed in fishnet 
reminds Jane of playing dress up in her mother’s paisley dresses and fringed bell bottoms. 
Sharmane was like a kid-sized sex doll that walked and talked. 
 A silk top in neon pink slithers to the floor. A pair of green pleather hot pants plops down 
on top of it. Jane has not moved from her spot just inside the doorway. She watches item after 
item drop from Sharmane’s fingers. Electric blue lint from the bathmat Sharmane put down 
attaches to the few pieces of clothing with fibers capable of trapping it. Most of what Sharmane 
chose to cover her body with was slick and wet-looking. It’s meant to be sexy as it clings to 
every muscle. The client’s hands slide tantalizingly down, unable to catch permanent hold of her. 
Her torso slips from their grip like a mermaid’s tail and their only recourse is to grip themselves 
tightly before they burst out of their pants. It’s a cheap move, but it works. Jane’s clothes are 
loose, offering a different kind of possibility, her spindly frame nearly drowning in fabric. The 
only hint of her to be seen underneath are the two points of her nipples tenting the material at her 
chest. 
 Sharmane lifts what looks like thick dental floss from a dark corner at the back of her 
drawer.  
 “Got it! Thing was stuck on a splinter or something.” She waves the black string in the air 
above her head. “Simon gon’ love me in ‘nis here,” she says, smiling to herself. The rumor was 
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that it was Sharmane who loved Simon. Jane knew it to be true. Poor Sharmane. If only she 
knew what Jane knew: that Simon finds her repulsive, but gets off on fucking women who 
remind him of his young neighbor, Denise, whom he truly loves. At twenty-two, Sharmane was 
far too old for Simon, and looked older than she was. But she more than any other girl most 
closely resembles Denise, as long as she keeps her mouth closed. The missing canine and front 
tooth in Sharmane’s frequently open mouth is indeed off-putting. It somehow put Jane in mind of 
the chimps she saw get into a rough brawl at the zoo a year earlier. The chimp who’d won had 
turned to the spectators smiling, gaps and stumps of cracked bone filling his bloody mouth.  
 Jane turns away and focuses instead on her little bed by the window. She pads over and 
falls onto it. Something gold slides out from under her shirt and catches the sunlight. Sharmane 
looks up from her g-string. “That necklace so purty,” she says, coming closer. Jane narrows her 
eyes at her roommate, who continues to advance. Soon, she is at Jane’s bedside. “I never seen 
one like it. I done told Aria and Nicki how purty dat thang is. They ain’t believe me.” She 
reaches for it. Jane grabs her roommate’s wrist before one finger can land. She crushes it in her 
grip and Sharmane winces.  
 “Look with your eyes, Sharmane,” she says and twists the girl’s hand away hard. 
Sharmane cries out and backs away. 
 “God! OK!” she yells. Like the child she resembles, Sharmane plops down onto the pile 
of clothes from the drawer, bottom first. She crosses her legs and holds her wrist in her lap. 
“Fuck,” she mumbles, stroking her skin where it stings. “I jus’ thought… mebbe I could borrow 
it fo’ awhile.”  
 Jane sits up and stares. Sharmane twitches. Blood booms in Jane’s ears.  
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 “What you need is a new set of teeth, Sharmane; not a necklace. It won’t help you get 
him. Nothing will.” 
 With a rough grunt, Sharmane scrabbles up from the floor. She launches herself forward 
and tackles Jane back onto her bed. The sharp points of her acrylic nails drag across Jane’s cheek 
as she slaps the other cheek with her free hand. 
 “He love me! He do! What the hell you know, anyway? Fuckin’ skank!”  
 Jane’s temples throb.  
 “Jus’ ’cause you fine fuckin’ everythin’ dat move don’t mean — ”  
 Jane grabs Sharmane’s throat, shifts her weight, and rushes forward. Sharmane’s head 
slams against the wall by the door. She stops talking. Jane shrugs her roommate’s hands off of 
her shoulders moments later. They fall limp at her sides. Sharmane slides down to the floor 
leaving a brushstroke of blood on the wall behind her. Her chin falls to her chest and a thin string 
of drool drops into her lap, where it pools. Jane stands over her, searching for brainwaves. She’s 
concussed, but alive. Sharmane’s hair is disheveled, braids scattered in all directions. Jane kicks 
the unconscious girl hard in the stomach so she’ll have more pain to wake up to. Sharmane’s 
body slumps in response. Jane bends down and cups her roommate’s chin in one hand. What an 
ugly face. Scores of premature wrinkles; a patch of small bumps bubble in a drunken line where 
her eyebrows should be (Sharmane likes to draw hers on); a bottom lip that greatly eclipses its 
twin on top. Jane pushes her fingers inside Sharmane’s slack mouth, stretching her lips into a 
grin. Her gums are a dull, dark purple. Jane fingers the space where Sharmane’s missing front 
tooth should be. It could be charming, she thinks to herself. As long as the girl didn’t speak, that 
is. It would be so easy to get rid of her. So nice to smell her soul leaving her body. But Edith 
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didn’t believe in wasting space and would soon have a replacement in here who might be even 
worse. Jane removes her fingers and wipes the saliva on Sharmane’s face. It isn’t worth it. She 
looks down at the rhinestone watch on the unconscious girl’s wrist.  
 “Oh my. Looks like it’s time to meet Simon. Too bad you’re,” Jane winds strands of 
Sharmane’s fake hair around her finger and tugs. Shamane’s head jerks. “Indisposed.” Jane 
shakes the synthetic hair loose from her finger and readies for departure. Before leaving the 
room, she turns back to Sharmane. “Don’t you worry. I’ll take good care of him.” 
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Chapter Eleven 
 They all sat around the table eating breakfast as if nothing had happened. Just another 
Saturday. 
 “You want eggs?” Ma asked from her place at the stove. She hadn’t looked at me once 
since slamming her bedroom door closed the night before. I don’t know how much time I spent 
trying to get into our room. As I threw myself against the door, the locket bounced against my 
chest. I felt a surge in my muscles. My arms got heavy, but not cumbersome. I felt stronger. I 
pounded on the door. The hinges rattled. As I slammed both fists into the wood, the brown of the 
door went white. I couldn’t see where I was, but I could see her screams as if they were living 
things. The groans and shrieks, the sound of a lamp breaking; every noise swam in front of my 
eyes. My head filled with the thumping of my blood. Let me in. Please. Let me in. 
 “Yes, ma’am,” Jane said slowly. She kept her head down, face parallel to her plate. My 
eyes drilled into the top of her head, willing her to look up, but she remained steadfast in 
avoiding my gaze.  
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 When it was over, and I’d fallen on my face onto our bedroom floor, he stepped over me 
and returned to his room without a word. I pulled myself up and ran to her. Her nightgown was 
torn at the shoulder. Daisies had been plucked from the broken strap. She was sprawled on her 
bed, in tears. When I got closer, she sat up, pulled down the hem of her nightgown, and scooted 
to the very edge of her bed so her feet could touch the ground. Blood dribbled down from the 
dark recesses of her sleep clothes, streaking her legs and clinging to the base of each tiny hair in 
its path. She crossed her ankles and tried to squeeze her legs together. Her head bobbed as she 
hiccuped. Broken bits of something white peppered her hair, jutting from the coarse black waves 
like the derelict prows of ships. I untangled a piece and flipped it over. A pink flower petal was 
painted on the other side. I looked at her nightstand and saw the remains of her bedside lamp, 
pulverized as if a bomb had been hidden inside. Bits of lamp peeked out from the folds of her 
bedclothes, a whirlpool of fabric stopped mid-churn. My bed was still made. My stuffed 
Donatello ninja turtle pillow grinned up at the ceiling, undisturbed by the mayhem that had 
occurred just one bed over. The two halves of our room were a real life before and after. I ran 
over to my bed and yanked the covers away. I leapt upon the Donatello pillow and punched it 
until its plastic eyes made my knuckles throb. I bit down on his nose and screamed hard. Jane 
continued to sob from her bed. I threw every pillow on my bed across the room. Facedown on 
my bed, I hit and kicked the mattress until I hurt all over. In the end, I lay there flat, spent, 
listening to my sister snort the mucus back into her nostrils. 
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 “Gimme yo plate,” Ma said, holding out her hand. Jane picked up her dish, naked but for 
two strips of overcooked bacon, and handed it off. As she turned back to the table, I caught a 
glimpse of the bruise that stained her eye dark purple.  
 I kept seeing his face in my head. The grin as he stepped over me. Again, I felt a surge of 
strength. I pushed myself up from my bed and made for the door. 
 “No!” Jane screamed. She grabbed my wrist and I jerked it away. She gasped. I’d never 
pulled away from her before. The realization stopped me and I turned back to her. Her eyes were 
wide and her face shimmered in the brightness emitted by the overturned floor lamp on its side 
by our feet. Its lampshade yawned upward, screaming light onto her face. The harsh glow 
washed away her contours and stripped her to her bare essentials. She had never looked more 
like herself. My rage wilted. 
 “He…” I couldn’t bring myself to say the words. I didn’t even know what those words 
should be. There was no shape I could make with my mouth, nothing I could say that would sum 
up the sounds I’d heard through the door and the look on Ma’s face and how it felt to be so 
thoroughly cut off from what I had believed to be real. Language failed me. My throat hurt from 
trying to push out any sound that might do. Jane held both my hands in hers.  
 “Please don’t,” she said.  
 “But —” I breathed. 
 “You can’t do anything,” she said. “No one can. He’d just hurt whoever tried. Please.” 
 There was something about the way she’d said the words. Something… 
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 “He done this before.” I didn’t ask because I knew. Her lips moved as if she were 
whimpering, but she kept silent. I pulled my hands away, and it was like tearing myself in half. 
Her face collapsed. Tears flowed with abandon.  
 “When?” I asked. I couldn’t understand how I missed it. We were almost always together. 
The only times we weren’t were when… 
 “Sometimes,” she whispered. “When I was s’posed to go to Tommy’s.” She lowered her 
head and I watched tears fall into her lap. I remembered then those days when I would stop by 
Tommy’s house on my way home from Eli’s so Jane and I could walk home together, only to be 
told she’d already gone. It had only happened a few times, which made it easier for those 
instances to hide amongst my other memories. My nostrils flared as I replayed my journeys 
home on those days. I’d climb the stairs to the living room to find Jane sat in front of the 
television. She had turned around and beamed at me each time. 
 “Please, d-don’t be m-mad…” she said, dragging me away from my thoughts. She balled 
one fist up and held it closed with her other hand. Her shoulders shook. She snorted again and 
choked on all the fluids her body was making. I thought about our special nights together. How it 
had felt knowing in my heart that I was the only one who knew her that way. The only one who 
knew what her insides felt like. I thought of her beautiful, golden brown neck arched and her hair 
fanned across the pillow. Her hand gripping my arm.  
 I thought of him.  
 Before I knew it, my face was struggling in a thousand directions. The corners of my 
mouth wiggled and strained downward. I didn’t want to, but I started to cry. 
 “Is he who you learned it fr— ” 
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 “NO!” she cried, shaking her head. “No…” She let the word die and closed her eyes. Jane 
wanted me to believe, needed me to believe, that what we’d shared had only ever been ours. That 
he hadn’t contaminated us and come between, like I knew he wanted to. Like I knew he had. She 
held out her hand.  
 I backed away.  
 Her fingers curled around nothing until they’d been crunched into a shaking fist. She 
sank to the floor and wept wetly into her hands, palms pressed to her lips distorting every 
guttural sob. I strode past her to my bed and sat down on the far edge. Through the window, I 
watched the streetlights in the alley behind our yard blink off and on. Someone oughtta twist that 
bulb, I thought. 
 Jane took only the smallest bites of egg into her mouth. The cut on her swollen upper lip 
had already begun to scab over; whenever the tines of her fork pressed against it, she winced. 
After a few tiny forkfuls, she set the utensil down and stared at her food. Ma sat down with her 
own plate, eyes darting first to me, then Jane… then Daddy. He smiled with warmth, something I 
couldn’t remember having seen before, and rested a hand atop my sister’s. She jolted in her seat 
and looked up at him, but his attention was on me. We locked eyes. It seemed to go on forever, 
but I refused to look away. I amassed all my hatred and sent it in his direction, a burning arrow I 
hoped would pierce his heart and explode it. I willed him to feel it. His eyes shrunk as his grin 
widened.  
* * * 
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 Bruno pours me a beer from the undrugged case he bought just for us. Our marks are 
dead so it’s time to celebrate. Another needlessly convoluted job well-done. Bruno sets his 
frothing plastic cup onto the nearest nightstand before dropping into bed beside me. I hold my 
cup higher as he lands, hoping the shockwaves his body makes will fade before they can upset 
my beer. I frown at him. 
 “Be careful,” I say. 
 He brings his cup to his lips with one hand and waves off my words with the other. “Ah, 
who cares about a li’l spilled beer? This place is a shit-hole anyway.” 
 “I’m not worried ’bout this ratty comforter; I’m worried ’bout my dress shirt, fool.” 
 Bruno gulps down half the contents of his cup and drags the back of his hand across his 
mouth. “Well you know the remedy now don’tchu, love?” he says. He reaches over and runs one 
of his fingers along the shirt-button path down my chest. I swat his hand away and he chuckles. 
“Whatsa matter? It’s not that cold in here. Lose the shirt — I’ll keep you warm.” he says.  
 “Why don’t you ever give up?” I ask. I punch him in the arm, then lay my head where I’d 
just lain my fist. 
 He smiles down at me like a grieving man remembering. “Because,” he says. He shifts 
his gaze to the wall. “Even though you’re a twin, there’s no one else like you.” 
 When he says things like that, there’s always a brief window of time when a host of 
possibilities crowd my mind and I think maybe he and I could actually be together, build a life. A 
normal one. But the feeling never lasts. Without fail, the thought of my sister pulls me away from 
him and back to her. I want to apologize, even though he can’t know my thoughts. Instead, I 
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stretch up to kiss him. His lips are thin and soft. He raises an eyebrow. I kiss him again. This 
time, he leans into me. He parts my lips with his tongue and performs a sweep before curling it 
around mine. I lie back. He unbuttons my shirt with more skill than he’s ever demonstrated in 
laying one of his traps. I suppose he’s been dreaming of this. He swings a large leg around to 
straddle me, then presses the full weight of his body down on me. He starts to unbutton his own 
shirt, then pulls my hands to his chest. The first button slips through my fingers.  
 “Don’t do this kinda thing often, eh?” he laughs.  
 I smile quickly, then glance over at the empty bed. The covers are torn away from the bed 
we’re writhing on, but the other twin is untouched. Bruno pulls my face back toward his and 
refastens his mouth to mine. I keep trying to unhook his buttons, but my hands are shaking. I 
open my eyes and look again at the empty bed. The blanket tucked beneath the bottom edge of 
both pillows. The surface smooth as pudding. My eyes dart back to Bruno, whose eyes are still 
shut. His eyelashes are blonde; I might never have noticed without getting this close to him. He 
wrenches my shirt from arms that are bent behind me, propping me up, and tosses it aside. It 
flops gently on the floor, not reaching the other bed. Bruno lays his eager hands on my breasts, 
then stops kissing me to look down. My breasts are bound in white bandages that flatten them to 
my torso. They were never big, so it’s easy to create the illusion that they aren’t there at all. 
Bruno starts to pull the top bandage down; I grab his wrist.  
 “No,” I say. I refuse to be completely naked for this. For him. He nods, puts his hands up, 
palms out in surrender, then buries his head in my neck. He plants his lips in that warm crease, 
across my shoulder and collar bone, along the bandages, down and down. He undoes the black 
button below my belly button and peels away my slacks and underwear together before tossing 
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them. He slides backward off the bed to stand at its foot. He shrugs his shirt the rest of the way 
off, slides his pants and underwear down, and steps out of them adding them to the costume pile 
on the floor. He mounts the bed on all fours and crawls forward. My legs are thin compared to 
his thick, powerful ones. I feel like a fawn in the sights of a bear. I don’t want to move. Before 
long, his face is level with mine again and he is kissing me deep and long. He pushes my knees 
apart. My eyes are watering, but I don’t know why. He pushes into me, then moves his mouth 
away from mine. I watch his eyes roll in ecstasy before he sinks his head once more into the 
warm safety of my neck. His strokes were awkward at first, but now he’s found his rhythm. I 
look over at the empty bed. The lamp on the nightstand is still intact. How long? How long 
before it breaks? Every breath for him is a decadent shudder. I don’t know where to put my 
hands. Every single place feels wrong, so I give up and lay them across my own chest like a 
corpse. Is this what it felt like, Jane? Something stiff splitting you in half. An invasion. I can’t 
breathe. Could you? His sweat, his tongue licking your neck, his hand knocking your head into 
the lamp. It’s not supposed to be like this. It’s supposed to be you and the one you love. Every 
motion, every slap of my body against his, reminds me… 
 I push Bruno off of me, forcing him out, and roll onto the floor. I run-crawl to the 
bathroom and slam the door shut behind me. The tiles are cold on my bottom. I press a hand to 
my mouth and vomit. It seeps through my fingers and drips into my bare lap. Tears run hot down 
my cheeks. I hear scraping against the carpet. A pause. Then the springs whine a little, supporting 
Bruno as he stands. I must’ve knocked him off the bed, too. I can hear the plastic sound of the 
carpet yielding to his feet as he gets closer. 
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 “Jill?” His voice is muffled through the door. “You alright? Did I hurt you?” Silence. 
“Please say something.” But I can’t. My throat hurts from trying to squeeze back an ugly sob. I 
clamp my other hand over the one dripping sick and try not to make a sound. Bruno’s feet scrape 
against the carpet and then there’s a sound like something dense being put down carefully. The 
space under the door goes black. He is sitting on the other side, waiting. 
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Chapter Twelve 
 Jane and I didn’t speak to each other for days. As far as I knew, Daddy didn’t touch her 
again in that time. He didn’t need to; he’d made his point. We belonged to him, and could never 
have anything apart from him. It was foolish to even try. And there was nothing going on in his 
life to explain this. Nothing but a lifetime of getting his own way. Things were fine at the factory 
he worked at. Mama made his meals and cleaned his house. And we, my sister and I, were next 
in his line. We would not be if not for him. The fact that this was also true of our mother was 
irrelevant. Daddy was our king. 
 After Christmas and New Year’s Eve, but we still had another week before we had to 
return to school. The holidays were their least festive at our house that year. Mama made her big 
Christmas breakfast, but none of us spoke to one another; we merely chewed and swallowed 
until we could each be excused. Ma left a new dress for Jane and a new Batman t-shirt and pair 
of jeans for me hanging over the backs of our desk chairs. Daddy, like every year, gave us 
nothing. Allowing us to continue living under his roof was his gift to us. Jane left her present to 
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me on my pillow, a Gruffi Gummi plush toy, my favorite character from the Gummi Bears show, 
and a jam jar full of homemade “Gummiberry” juice. Jane’s version of the special concoction, 
which on the show gives the gummi bears the power to bounce around like they are made of 
rubber, was made of one part purple grape juice, one part lemon-lime soda, and a handful of 
Skittles. Tied around the top of the jar was a tag with a big red heart on it.  
 My present to her was a drawing of an epic castle on a hill. The hill was surrounded by a 
moat with a troll-guarded bridge. In front of the bridge was an army of hundreds — a sea of 
helmeted heads with only those on the front line granted the privilege of full, armored bodies. At 
the top of the hill in front of the castle doors were Jane and I, hand in hand, seated on thrones. I 
drew her wearing a black leotard with a wing-cape and black crown like Storm; I was She-Hulk. 
Grandma stood beside us wearing the most outrageous hat I could come up with: a gigantic 
rainbow-colored monstrosity with a square of grass and a row of flowers sewn into the top. On 
the back of the drawing, I wrote:  
 Dear Jane,  
 I’m sorry I got mad. It wasn’t at you. I will always love you.  
 Love, Jill.  
 P.S.  
 You think we could make Grandma a hat like this? 
 In the days that followed, we each allowed ourselves the occasional smile at the other. We 
spent time together without talking. I actually started enjoying it before long. Whenever she was 
not looking at me, I snuck peeks at her. My palms would sweat whenever I reached for 
something and brushed her hand by mistake. On New Year’s Eve, we went to bed at 8 PM, but 
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set an alarm for 11:50 PM. We would’ve been scared of someone busting in to yell at us, but 
Mama was downstairs drinking wine and watching the specials on TV with the volume turned 
up; Daddy was out. We spent the ten minutes before the New Year making faces from our own 
beds, trying to make the other laugh. Jane was the first to giggle, but I was so happy to hear that 
gorgeous sound again that I laughed, too. I climbed onto her bed to sit beside her at 11:58 PM. 
She laid her head on my shoulder and wove her fingers in mine. At midnight, I kissed her 
forehead. She smiled.  
 I sat cross-legged on my bed the next morning playing Solitaire, savoring one of the last 
days of winter vacation. I dealt the cards onto my quilt and laid a free five of clubs on top of a 
lonely six of hearts. Jane sat on her own bed with her back against the headboard, her chin 
resting on her knees. Grandma would be over later to pick us up. She’d spent Christmas on a 
retreat with some ladies from her church. I wanted so badly to tell her what Daddy had done — 
what he’d been doing — but Mama forbade me.  
 “What goes on in this house stays here,” she said. “Besides, your daddy could snap her in 
two.” It didn’t seem like that prospect worried her as much as Grandma finding out in the first 
place. Ma knew Grandma wouldn’t rest until something was done, authorities called, arrests 
made. She bit her lip and frowned, deep in thought. I could see the cogs turning in her brain as 
she imagined our neighbors’ heads poking out of windows, sirens blaring. She snatched up my 
wrist and squeezed it in her hand. “Don’t you say a word,” she whispered. “You do an’ I promise 
to beat y’all dead ’foe they can e’em take you away from me.”  
 I tried to pull my arm away, but she kept hold of it and stared at me until I replied with a 
weak “Yes, ma’am.” I ran to my room before the first tear fell. Some would say her threat 
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shouldn’t have mattered; a sensible person would have told the first chance they got. But I was a 
child and frightened. I couldn’t stand the idea of Jane getting punished for something I had done. 
They could do whatever they wanted to me, if they’d only leave her alone. After my talk with 
Mama, whenever I’d hear Daddy laugh, which had begun to happen more frequently, I’d get so 
angry my stomach would hurt, and I’d seethe over my own helplessness. If I could get her away 
from him. Or get him away from us, permanently… I laid down another card as I weighed the 
pros and cons of telling Grandma.  
 “Can I play?” Jane asked. I didn’t remember hearing her come over. I must’ve been 
absorbed in the game, and my thoughts. I blinked and looked up at her. She'd spoken to me. I 
smiled so hard my face hurt.  
 “I’m playin’ Solitaire. You can’t play that wit me,” I said. 
 “Why not?” 
 “’Cause you s’posed to play it alone.” 
 “So? That doesn't mean I can’t play it with you.” She plopped down beside me. As she 
landed, her dress scooped up the air and it came out of her collar laced with her scent. A waft of 
it hit me and instantly put me at ease. She leaned over, kissed me on the nose and beamed. My 
face went hot. I handed her the deck of cards. She dealt herself three off the top.  
 “You ken use that one,” I said, pointing to where it went. “There.” 
 She slapped my hand away. 
 “Don’t tell me the move. I have to see it myself!” 
 I felt full up all of a sudden hearing her stand up for herself, even over such a small thing. 
It made me so happy. I grabbed her face and kissed her on the mouth. I’d been wanting to for 
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days. Her eyes watered and she kissed me back. We rested our foreheads against one another’s 
with our eyes closed.  
 “Thank you for the picture,” she whispered. “It must’ve taken a long time.” 
 I brought my hand to her neck and pulled, gently. Our faces couldn’t get any closer, but I 
had to try. “It didn’t take that long,” I said. “I just wanted to do something to say sorry.”  
 “What for?” she asked. Her shock seemed genuine, and it made me even sorrier. I never 
meant to punish her for how I felt. She didn’t deserve that. I kissed her again. 
 “Guess you ain’t learned, huh?” 
 I jerked my head away from hers. Daddy filled the doorway; the perpetual grin he’d worn 
for weeks was gone. An involuntary chill swept through me. I laid my hand on Jane’s goose 
pimpled forearm. She inched closer to me.  
 “You ain’t never gon’ learn,” he said. The whites of his eyes were vivid against his deep 
brown irises. His voice shook. “Less I make you.” He strode in and grabbed Jane’s wrist. She 
looked at me, too bewildered to make a sound. He dragged her off my bed and lumbered to the 
door. She stumbled to keep up. My mouth went dry. I leapt from the bed and ran after them. He 
arrived in the living room and turned to face me, Jane’s elfin arm clasped in his giant hand. Ma 
had been in the kitchen making a hearty lunch for Grandma to have with us before Jane and I 
went to stay with her. She ran out into the living room as I descended the final stair.  
 “The hell’s goin’ on?” she said, looking wildly at Daddy and Jane, then me.  
 My mouth wouldn’t work. Jane hung awkwardly with her knees bent, trying to fall to the 
floor, but Daddy wouldn’t let her go. I stepped forward and he clutched her tighter. Jane 
whimpered.  
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 “You don’t get it, do you?” he said to me. “Y’all mine. My family. My house,” he said, 
before locking eyes with Mama, then me. “Everything,” he said, making his voice quiet. 
“However it gotta be done, I’ll do it. However I gotta make you see…” He pulled Jane’s arm 
higher and she rose with it. He stared down into her face. “You stayin’ here.” He looked up at 
me. “You go.” 
 My mouth opened. Closed. Opened again. He allowed himself one of those grins over my 
speechlessness. I knew that if I said nothing, that would be it. He would win. I grimaced and 
choked on the air I breathed. Something. Say something.  
 “What?” I croaked. My feet were stuck to the floor, my body cemented in place. More. 
Say more. “Grandma said we both could stay,” I said. 
 “Well I say this one stays here. And you,” Daddy swung his hungry eyes around to 
Mama. “You go stay with Shavon, or whatever that woman’s name is.” Mama did her own fish 
out of water routine, mouth opening and shutting like a window shade.  
 “I— I don’t need to go nowhere,” she stammered. Daddy took one large stride toward 
her. She fell against the kitchen archway. 
 “You wanna feel sum’n, too, woman?” he asked, voice black as an abyss.  
 Ma’s brow dipped and she pulled her lips back from her teeth like she was holding back a 
storm with every muscle in her body. Her voice cracked in the middle of her reply.  
 “No. No, I — I’ll call her,” she whispered.  
 Daddy swiveled toward me, awash in triumph. I shook my head. 
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 “No,” I said. “You cain’t do that.” I balled my hands up until my nails bit into my palms. 
I saw him hovering over her on her bed. Moon quilt thrown aside. His sweat pelting her skin in 
steady drops. His dark eyes mining her body. His tongue sliding up her neck. 
 “Whatchu got your face balled up for?” he asked dangerously. “You ‘on’t get no say in 
this or nothin’ else.” A wicked smile unfurled on his lips. “You think you the only one who get to 
enjoy dis here?” he asked, crushing Jane’s wrist in his grip. Her nose ran in two great slug trails 
of mucus over her trembling lips. She tried so hard not to cry. He shook her arm again and she 
squealed, squeezing her eyes shut against his image. “Don’t think I don’t know what y’all get up 
to. Playin’ house,” he spat.  
 Mama turned to me, confused. 
 “You wanna be the man, huh? You want her?” Daddy asked me, shaking Jane again. I 
could barely hear him over the pounding of my pulse. I made for him like a zombie. One foot at 
a time. Slow. It was exactly what he wanted, a close up audience. He grabbed Jane’s throat with 
his empty hand and held her up by it. She clawed at his arm, but he only gripped her tighter. 
Veins began to show on her forehead like they’d been chiseled there. Tears leaked from the 
corners of her eyes. Mama looked on in dismay, rooted to her spot in the archway like a statue. I 
stumbled past her. My vision started to fade like it had while I pounded on our bedroom door. 
Steps away from him, I went completely blind, but I kept walking to where I knew he stood, 
leering in her face as she gasped for breath. Waves of heat radiated from his body. I stood 
looking up at him, but saw nothing but sounds. His laughter broke harshly against my ears and 
showed itself in jagged lines. Jane’s smooth sobs got quieter, her breaths shorter.  
 I plunged a fist into his stomach.  
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 The air forced out of him roared around me. He hit the wall hard. The bricks cracked with 
the force of his impact. Released from his grip, I heard Jane thunk onto the carpet. Daddy’s 
grunts were black ridges. His feet moved slowly in my direction until he and I were only inches 
apart. Something crashed suddenly against the side of my face and I fell to the floor in a heap. 
He’d hit me. Our living room rematerialized, bit by bit. A blurred mound that could only be Jane 
crawled over to me. Daddy’s face was the first thing to come sharply into focus. His eyes were 
wild as he sucked in one giant breath after another, holding his stomach. One hand was still 
balled into a fist. When Jane made it to me, she wrapped her arms around my shoulders and 
pushed her face into my cheek. I felt hollowed out, desolate. But I refused to stop staring all the 
nothing I had left into him. Jane turned the lighthouse beam of her gaze upon Daddy, too. Her 
body was warm against mine. I couldn’t see her expression but I knew she was in that same state 
of emptiness. I thought I finally understood what she felt like after church: razed from within. 
Daddy heaved. Mama gawked. The doorbell rang. 
  
 Grandma pursed her lips as I gathered my things. She didn’t ask why it was just me 
coming to stay with her. Or why Jane was crying. Or why Daddy was out of breath and furious. 
She simply nodded and helped me pack. Jane cried in the doorway to our room. She held 
Grandma’s hips in a desperate embrace before we left. I let my gaze linger on her before 
following Grandma to her car. Neither of us spoke, even as the front door to the house shut 
behind us. There was nothing, especially now, that would make Daddy change his mind. Part of 
me was happy, though, to have caused fear in him. He’d done so much to hurt Jane and me. It 
was good to know we had an effect on him, too. 
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 In the car, I kept quiet. Even when Grandma asked me if I wanted to change the station 
on the radio. What I was hearing didn’t matter. I just wanted to be back with my sister. I knew 
what he’d do to her with me gone. Hell, he was probably doing it already. I scrunched the door 
handle in my small fist. Grandma looked over at me, but said nothing. She knew. She had to 
know; she knew everything.  
 “Grandma,” I started. My throat went taut and I closed my eyes. 
 She didn’t respond. She was waiting. It was one of the things we loved about her. She 
never cut in or spoke over you. Just sat with an ear in your direction until you were ready to get 
whatever it was off your chest. She leaned toward the passenger seat but kept her eyes on the 
road.  
 “Daddy… he… he hurt Jane.” I couldn’t bring myself to spell it out. It was wrong, all of 
it. It wasn’t supposed to be him. Ever. It was supposed to be me. I loved her. I loved her like no 
one else ever could. “He…” I just couldn’t make the words leave my mouth. He’d been where 
I’d been. Presumably, he’d kissed where I’d kissed. Touched where I’d touched. It wasn’t for 
him to do, but he’d done it. Why? What could we possibly take from him that he actually 
owned?  
 Grandma said nothing, she simply stared at the road as it rolled flat beneath her car. 
 I stared at her, waiting for a reaction. I’d just known that as soon as Grandma got even a 
whiff of trouble, she would come to our rescue. But she just sat there, driving. The silence 
expanded until I thought it would choke me.  
 “Grandma…” I said. An invisible fist closed over my throat. I didn’t have it in me to say 
anymore. Not only was I bewildered from the events of the evening, but I was angry at Grandma. 
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Where were her shouts and screams? Where was the outrage? Heavy strands of resentment 
begun to whirl together inside my stomach. So there was no one left whom we could trust.  
 “I knew that man was no good,” Grandma said at last. “But I hoped he’d never go that 
far. I didn’t wanna believe a man my daughter chose was capable of such horror,” she said. 
Horror. I’d only ever heard the word used in class. “I knew he could,” Grandma said in a louder 
voice. She turned to me as she pulled the car into its pause at a traffic light. She turned to me. 
The dim wash of light from the red bulb bathed her face in a sinister glow. “Did he hurt you, 
too?” She was struggling to keep her voice even. “I won’t take you back there if you tell me you 
don’t wanna go.” 
 I shook my head. “No, it wasn’t me; just Jane.”  
 Grandma gave a curt nod and turned quickly back to the windshield. A muscle in her jaw 
twitched. 
 “I’m so sorry,” she whispered to the dormant wiper blades. “Your mama shoulda been 
keeping you safe, but… my daughter’s a fool. It may not be nice to say, but it’s the truth,” she 
said. “I thought for a while she was holding something back. She ain’t want me to go to the 
police on ‘im. But she ain’t have to worry ’bout that.” 
 I frowned up at her. 
 “Ain’t no cop or jail gon’ hol’ ‘im. One day, he gon’ get wuss comin’ to ‘im. My bones 
know it, ” she said and glanced at me. “That man needs to be put in the ground,” she said with 
conviction. It was the first time her voice hadn’t wavered since we’d got on the road. I didn’t 
know whether to smile or to be afraid. I nodded even though she wasn’t looking at me anymore. 
If Grandma said it, it was true. Daddy was a fly that needed swatting. That was all. But who 
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would be the one to do it? Surely not the old woman in the car beside me, though at that moment 
I knew she wanted to. I was in awe of how little fear Grandma showed when it came to Daddy. 
Sitting in the passenger seat of her car, zooming along the empty roads at night, I felt like 
anything was possible. We could get away from him somehow, Jane and me. We could be happy. 
I didn’t know what would happen to Mama in that scenario. I felt somewhere down deep that, 
even though we’d come out of her, her loyalty belonged more to him than it did to us. But that 
was OK. After all, our loyalty belonged more to each other than it did to either of them. It was a 
fair shake. But I still wondered how such divided pairings could exist within one family.  
  
 It was only 5:00 in the evening, but the sun was long gone. I loved winter. Waddling 
around under mounds of warm knitwear with only your eyes and cheeks exposed; the satisfaction 
of being indoors in front of a toasty fire (if you knew someone with a fireplace), with bitter cold 
winds baying for entry outside; the early onset of night. All of my friends hated when the days 
were cut short because it meant coming in early from outside. But I got enough of the outdoors at 
school. I enjoyed the intimacy of darkness, especially with someone I loved. But that nightI 
could only try my best to sleep alone while Daddy did who knew what to Jane in our bedroom. 
He’d turned our only safe place aside from Grandma’s house into a nightmare den,  right under 
my nose.  
 I took a too-big gulp of cold milk from the glass Grandma had given me and winced at 
the pain as it went down. Grandma was off getting my room ready… or so she’d said. I knew 
that she knew how troubled I was and had decided to leave me to myself in the living room for a 
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while. I stared at the peanut butter cookies she’d put on a plate for me. They were going cold. I 
couldn’t eat anything. The only bite I’d taken had made me gag. My insides were ready to reject 
anything. My stomach’s complaints over the milk were quieter, so I held onto the glass with both 
hands after pushing the plate of cookies as far from me as possible. The coolness in my hands 
calmed me. It was so quiet. I wondered if Grandma had fallen asleep. I shut my eyes 
experimentally, to see if exhaustion would overtake me, too. I saw our living room at home, 
empty. I opened my eyes. I was still at Grandma’s. Never before had my imagination reproduced 
a memory so vividly.  
 I set the glass of milk down on Grandma’s tree stump table and pushed myself all the way 
back onto the couch. The cushions enveloped me easily. At some point between this visit and my 
last, Grandma had thrown different scarves over her living room lampshade. Red and orange 
were splashed onto the ceiling now, like fire and rubies. Like a puddle of orange juice disrupted 
by whorls of blood. I closed my eyes once more, allowing my skull to sink deeper into the 
cushion behind my head. This time, a figure swept through the living room in a navy overcoat. 
Mama. She picked up the vase on the small table near the front door, contemplated the space 
there, and put the vase back down. Then she scuttled off toward the kitchen. After a couple of 
seconds, her head poked back through the archway. She was speaking to me, but I couldn’t make 
out what she was saying. The sounds were like muffled grunts. I opened my eyes. I knew 
Mama’s blue coat, and that sometimes she misplaced her keys before going out, but I couldn’t 
remember this scene specifically. When had it happened? I scoured my memory, but couldn’t 
recall anything like it. But it had felt so real. Almost as though it were happening right then. 
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 I closed my eyes again. Mama had gone. Not from the room, but from the house. I knew 
it with a certainty I couldn’t explain. I was in the same spot as before, at the far end of the sofa in 
our living room, Jane’s favorite place to sit. My eyes shot open. The capillaries in my face were 
engorged and blood thumped against the underside of my skin. I was seeing what Jane was 
seeing. How…? I became aware of a warm spot on my thigh, in the righthand pocket of my 
corduroys. My locket. I'd refused to wear it since the day Eli and I failed to destroy it, but I still 
carried it with me to appease Jane, who wore hers everyday. I pulled it out of my pocket and held 
it in my palm at a distance, half expecting to be blinded by a radioactive glow. But it looked just 
the same as it always had. A swirling, gold latticework of metal at the front; minuscule hinges; 
whole thing about the width of the rubber ball we used to play Jacks. I opened it for the first time 
since we’d first hidden our chosen treasures inside. Jane’s face smiled shyly up at me in black & 
white. I ran a finger over her likeness. Sorrow wrapped me up and held me to its chest. The 
impulse to cry cut through me and I felt my face morph angrily as I held back tears. 
 I shut my eyes and squeezed them tight. Daddy smiled at me, and I at him. I stood and 
swung my hips like I’d seen grown women do in front of the men they wanted to go home with. 
No. I sauntered over to where he stood at the bottom of the stairs. He raised an eyebrow. 
 “Ah, so you like it now, huh?” he said, a sly grin curling his lips. 
 I nodded, then turned my head coyly away. He reached out, grabbed my chin between 
two fingers and brought my face toward his. He leaned down to kiss me. A jolt of anger forced 
my head back. Was that me or her? I shook my head from side to side, wagging my finger in 
time. I could tell he wondered where this new maturity had come from. But the answer didn’t 
really matter. He chuckled and knelt before me like a broken down machine in want of oil. He 
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ran his callused fingers up my thigh, his skin against mine rough as sandpaper. I grimaced, then 
threw my head back and laughed to disguise my loathing. It didn’t sound like me, that bitter 
laugh. Or her. Then, just as his fingers played at the edge of my panties, I moved around him, 
catlike, up the stairs. At the top I turned and beckoned him with a snakey finger to follow me. He 
huffed to his feet, but never stopped smiling. Yeah, that’s it, Daddy. I crept backwards, past our 
bedroom. Daddy squinted quizzically at me, but I offered no explanation. I kept moving 
backwards until I reached the doorway to the hall bathroom, the only room between our bedroom 
and his. I bent down until my hands hung at my shins. As I stood erect, I brought the skirt of my 
dress up high, exposing the pink piggies frolicking across my cotton undies. Daddy licked his 
lips. I swished the skirt from side to side and lifted each leg in a faux can-can. Daddy came for 
me, his arms outstretched. A powerful throb shook my brain… and he stopped mid-stride. I 
dropped my skirt. He dropped his arms. I motioned to the bathtub. He stumbled over, wearing a 
pained expression, and knelt beside the tub. I furrowed my brow hard, concentrating on 
something. He twisted one knob and water ran boiling hot into the tub. Get up. I hadn’t spoken, 
but Daddy stood immediately. He began to undress.  
 Turn around. He turned to face me. As he shed each garment, I felt more sad for him. His 
pecs lay hidden beneath growing pockets of fat, more like breasts than anything the three women 
of the house had. He arched his back to pull each sleeve away from the arms they sheathed. As 
he did so, his belly protruded heavily, resting on the waistband of his trousers. His happy trail, a 
dark smattering of curly hair, led down to his groin, which he was in the process of uncovering. I 
didn’t want to see anymore, but I had to keep looking. His obedience required my constant 
attention. After shimmying a bit, he stood before me in white briefs that clung unflatteringly to 
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every bulge. Take ‘em off. He frowned, but did as my mind had told him to. He bent forward, 
rolling his underwear down to his ankles. His flaccid penis flopped back into its natural position 
as he stood again, curled into the nest of his pubic hair like a timid baby rodent. Get in. The tub 
was not yet full, but Daddy stepped into the boiling water with the robotic precision of a remote-
operated toy. He turned back to me, his face stretched into an excruciating mask of agony. He 
didn’t understand what was happening, but he continued to act as instructed. Because he had no 
choice. Kneel. He bent with pleading eyes to clutch the sides of the tub before lowering himself 
to his knees. The water stung mercilessly. My knees itched with the burning sensation of the 
water as it rushed about my thighs. His thighs. I turned my body to the cabinet beneath the sink, 
my eyes still on him. I opened it and drew out a bread knife. Its serrated blade recalled the 
vicious look of the saw-nosed fish we’d learned about in science class. I walked over to him and 
handed him the knife, trying to engrain every moment into my memory. The steam as it rose 
from the rushing water. The domes of sweat on his aging skin. The look of unadulterated terror in 
his widening eyes. I nodded. 
 He dug the knife into his neck.  
 I was surprised by the effort required to push and pull it through the various muscles and 
tissues in his throat. He exerted great force until a ragged line was drawn in the wake of the 
blade, which I snatched from his grasp with glee. Red spattered the wall and pelted the floor in 
drops. A fine spray hit me as well. War paint. I simultaneously hoped that last tug hurt him, and 
knew it did because I’d felt the pain myself. I grabbed at my neck to stop the blood that was not 
there while his continued to pump outside of him, its true destination having been denied. It ran 
down his front and met the water creating pink cotton candy clouds that bloomed around his 
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submerged genitals like a portal to the unknown. He reached forward and turned the knob to the 
“off” position. He clutched the sides of the tub once more, shifting his weight and releasing his 
calves from beneath the bulk of his upper body. He looked at me one last time, hoping I’d change 
my mind. I shook my head and smiled. He laid back until his face was completely covered by the 
water now polluted with his blood. Air bubbles made their slow climb to the water’s surface, 
then burst. Goodbye, Daddy. I hope you burn in Hell. I watched the bubbles until they stopped. 
 “Grandma!” 
 At the sound of my voice, she jolted awake and peered at me through sleep-blurred eyes. 
“I gotta go home,” I said. She nodded without really knowing what she was agreeing to. I didn’t 
know if any of what I’d seen was real, but it’d felt real.  
 “Wussa matter, sweetheart?” Grandma asked, trying to wake up. I told her I thought I 
needed to go home. That something dangerous was happening. “Jill, honey, you were dreamin’,” 
she replied. “You need to get some sleep. But I promise you: first thing, we goin’ back to get 
Jane, OK?” she said. I couldn’t really argue with her. I couldn’t drive, and it was a fair offer, 
though I wondered just how I’d pass the time between now and then. Grandma stumbled from 
her spot in the guest room back to her own bed and said goodnight. I curled up in the warm spot 
she’d left behind, but couldn’t make my eyes shut for more than half an hour at a time. The 
possibilities of that strange vision gnawed holes in me. She’d taken the solution upon herself, 
and Daddy was no more. But what did it all mean? Was the locket playing a trick on me? I 
blinked away my exhaustion and settled deep into a pillow that still smelled of coconut and 
sunsets like the oil Grandma put in her hair. I imagined my sister quietly dreaming on the pillow 
next to mine. I just wanted to be with her.  
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Chapter Thirteen 
 I’m back in the house again. Calling it “home” would be the worst kind of lie. I am sat on 
the living room sofa in the dark. The night time presses against the windows, desperate to make 
itself known. When I turn my head, my face grows heavy with the effort of motion. Without a 
doubt, I am dreaming. My body rises to a standing position with little to no direction from my 
brain. I survey the space. The two tulip-patterned armchairs Ma bought in a yard sale sit opposite 
the sofa. They are at an angle, in conversation with one another, but not exclusive; the couch is 
also invited to join, but sits silent and paranoid, its back against the wall. The carpet fibers sway 
in the viscous air, anemones at the bottom of the sea. They are unbothered by the tracks I make 
as I slide my shoes through them. The crowd of them parts easily as the toe of each shoe 
separates them into groups reluctantly jostling for a private inch of syrupy air. I glide through a 
murky strip of moonlight, past the archway to the kitchen and the front door. I don’t need to look 
to know that both doors are closed, their windows coated in the velvet darkness of the night 
outside. I hear whispering. Doom shrouds me and I pull my arms in tight across my chest and 
sandwich a hand inside each armpit. It takes far longer to reach the bottom of the stairs than it 
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should. I reach out for the banister, but the entire set of stairs edges away from my fingers like a 
timid animal. I stumble forward and grab the wooden rail tight to prevent its escape. I swim up 
the stairs, floating on the air and somersaulting in front of family photos askew in shattered 
frames. The photos are snapshots from my memories, each family member caught in a pose I 
can’t recall them striking in real life, only separated into single, unmoving frames. A portrait of 
Daddy wears blacked out eyes with red embers glowing at their centers. His mouth is scribbled 
over with jagged teeth in black marker, and stars buzz about his ears in the background. The 
embers watch my body as it flips through the air, then swivel away dissatisfied.  
 I land on my feet and raise my open palms above my head in the dismount pose of a 
gymnast. I am at our bedroom door. I am almost as tall as the door. I look down at my grownup 
hands. I wasn't sure until now how old I was; I don’t think my body was either. The whispering is 
a loud rumble that rattles the door on its hinges and sharpens the twinge of fear in me. Something 
is watching from the bottom of the stairs. I can’t make out its shape in the dark, but I can feel its 
eyes. I wonder if its Daddy’s portrait on the wall making me feel so strange, but when I look for 
the photo, it’s gone. I have to get inside the bedroom and climb into bed. Only then will I be safe 
from the shadow at the bottom of the stairs. Let me in. Let me in! I ram my shoulder into the 
door, which spits it back out in a rubbery bounce. I pound on the foam rubber door, but its too 
thick. No one can hear me but the shadow. It laughs. I twist the knob expecting it to pop off in 
my hand but the door swings open and there they are. There we are. Little-girl-Jane sits at the 
foot of my bed, her shaking hands clutched inside little-girl-Jill’s fists. Their eyes are frightened 
wide and drink me in in giant gulps. Jill stands in front of Jane and holds her arms out to shield 
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her sister, my sister, from me. Her gesture of protection reminds me to shut the door behind me 
so the shadow can’t get in.  
 I turn to face them again. Jane’s face does not relax out of the rigor of terror. Jane, afraid 
of me. The mere idea is enough to wreck me, but to see it… An involuntary sob escapes me. 
Jill’s expression hardens into an ugly mask of rage.  
 “Who the—?!” A small hand on her shoulder stops her. Jane’s hand. 
 “It’s you,” Jane says to the room. 
 “Who?” Jill asks. Her eyes dart to Jane and back to me. Jane squeezes Jill’s shoulder; I 
feel it in mine. 
 “You.” 
 Jill looks at me, her anger suddenly overtaken by disbelief. Her eyes rove every inch of 
me. I step closer. Her eyebrows twitch; the threat of violence lives just beneath her features. Jane 
scoots forward over the edge of the bed until her dangling feet hit the floor with a soft slap. She 
walks around Jill, who starts to object. Jane puts a hand out behind her to signal that it’s OK. My 
eyes are already watering when Jane stops about a foot from where I stand. I sink to my knees. 
She closes the distance between us, laying a cool palm against my cheek. The tears come 
uncalled. She wraps her arms around my neck and I cry into hers. I pull her to me and let my 
fingers hang on the collar of her nightgown. She rubs my shaking back, saying Shhh over and 
over. I take big sniffles to vacuum up the mucus running into the dip above my upper lip. I end 
up getting whiffs of her. The sweet smell of cocoa butter mixed with the particular, warm scent 
of her skin. Is this a dream? Jill watches us from the foot of our bed. I glance at her and she takes 
!165
the opportunity to search my gaze for lies. Jane pulls away from me and holds me by the 
shoulders. Our tears fall in tandem. 
 “Is it really you?” she whispers. I beam at her, my face awash in tears.  
 “I like stinky puppy butts,” I say. 
 She hurls herself at me, laughing and crying both. I kiss the top of her head, then look 
over at my younger self. One side of her mouth bends in a faint smile. Jane stands back in order 
to take me in fully. Her eyes land first on the thick scar crawling up my throat, then the one that 
slashes through my right cheek like the extension of a smirk, curling towards my earlobe. She 
reaches for it, but I shrink away. 
 “What happened to you?” she asks. I won’t answer. It would break her heart to know 
she’d grow up to be the person who did this to me. 
 There’s a sound like cannons firing behind me. Heavy blows to the door. I whip around 
automatically and spread my arms wide. I have to protect her. I look over my shoulder. Jill has 
come up behind Jane and wraps her in an embrace. With two of us, two of me, we are bound to 
triumph over whatever evil now pitches itself against the door. Jane’s eyes have become wet 
globes. Her fear is palpable — it hangs in the air, clammy and clinging like film to us all. The 
door juts away from its frame in every direction, then refits itself as if nothing happened. Feet 
shuffle on the other side. A deep chuckle reaches through the door to strangle us each in turn. 
Little Jill stands stalwart beside me as I clutch Jane closer.  
 “Is that him?” Jill says after silence has filled the room for a full ten small-handed ticks 
of the clock. I look at the door’s splintered wood and flaking lacquer. Light brown shreds fall to 
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the floor like snow. The sense of menace feels different than what he used to inspire in me. I 
shake my head at the door. 
 “No. I don’t think it’s him,” I say. Jane wilts in my arms and I feel each of her muscles 
relax one by one. She exhales in a rush. Jill remains tense, ready to fight in case I’m wrong. But 
there are no more knocks. I get up and make for the door. 
 “Don’t!” Jane cries, grabbing my sleeve.  
 “It’s alright,” Jill and I say at the same time. The echo of my young voice traveling across 
so many years to reach me brings a brief sting to my eyes, but I blink it away. Little Jill nods at 
me. I turn around and reach for the doorknob. A gust of wind huffs through the space beneath the 
door. A shadow retreats from the gap in slow motion. I brace myself and yank the door open, 
ready to confront whatever it is. I squint into the darkness. 
 “Wh-who is it?” Jill stammers. I’d always tried to be brave as a kid. I’d had to, for both 
of us. But there were times, like now, when my courage was in danger of failing. But like 
always, I — she — recovered. In the time it took me to open the door Jill had moved in front of 
Jane. Her arms are spread like eagle wings; Jane peeks over Jill’s right shoulder to see what she 
can see. I poke my head into the hallway and turn it first in one direction, then the other. I think I 
see a shadow slither into the kitchen, but I’m not sure. Otherwise, there’s nothing out there. The 
air in the hallway is freezing cold. Gusts of it blow from the direction of Ma and Daddy’s room, 
but there’s no door there — just a continuation of the forest green wallpaper covered in pink 
poinsettias linked together by their leaves. The hallway is a dark cave compared to the inviting 
warmth of my childhood bedroom. I step back inside and close the door.  
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 “There’s nothing out there,” I say. Jill blinks and turns to Jane, who sinks into her sister’s 
chest. Jane’s small weight presses against my breasts and I forget my fear for a moment. Jill 
strokes Jane’s hair and a fierce wave of jealousy hits me. But why? It’s me. But it’s an identity I 
can no longer claim. Yes, I am Jill. But I am no longer the Jill who gets to hold Jane in my arms. 
But that Jill is here, in this room. This scrap of time, this dimension, this area in space where she 
is allowed to love and be loved. I am loved. But not by Jane. Or at least, if I am, I no longer 
know it. Jill looks up at me and frowns with concern. I look away. 
 “I should get you both out of here,” I say.  
 “Do you think it’s safe?” Jane asks. She grabs Jill’s wrist in case the answer is no. The 
window facing our backyard yawns open right on cue. My body is pulled across the room and 
left to loiter by the window sill. The street light that is usually trained on the lane behind our 
house is shining into our backyard. The memory of Daddy and his axe disrupts the scene for a 
millisecond as though spliced in. Then I notice a swing set we never had. Someone is there, sunk 
into a rubbery black seat, resting her back against one of the thick chains holding the swing in 
place. My stomach clenches. I whimper and feel the children’s beacon-bright eyes bore into me. 
 “Wuss wrong?” Jill asks, stretching her vowels into lazy southern oblongs. 
 “I —” I can’t answer her. The street light goes out, and the swing set disappears. No. She 
can’t be gone. I run from the window past the girls and out of the room.  
 “Wait!” Jane cries. 
 Why didn’t she wait? Why did she leave me behind? Again. I clamor onto the stairs and 
my feet sink through them like quicksand up to my knees. I howl up at the ceiling until my 
muscles are all wrung out and craving air. “NO! NO! PLEASE!” I claw at the railing; my nails 
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tear away in angry shreds. In desperation, I grasp one sturdy wooden column to pull myself up 
with. The girls are on the top step, watching me get sucked down into nothing. Impossibly, Jill is 
red in the face. Suddenly, she shouts,  
 “Leave her alone!” 
 The stairs spit me up and I tumble onto the carpet at the foot of them. I scramble up from 
the ground and make for the back door.  
 “Where are you going?” Jane shouts after me. I tear open the back door. 
 It’s pitch black outside, save a faraway sprinkling of tiny blinking dots in the sky. I scan 
the yard, hungry for even a glimpse of that swing set. I squeeze my eyes shut and tighten every 
muscle in my body, willing the streetlight to come on and bring her back. It flickers, then shines 
in a steady beam onto paper blades of grass. Pearls of dew cling to each shred of green 
construction paper, weighing them down. The wooden fence sways, though there’s no wind. The 
edges of the spotlight thrown onto the yard just touch the border created by the fence. This 
backyard is far larger than I remember. We used to play in a narrow rectangle that seemed to stop 
short of the actual lane behind the house. Our fence ended where the grass did, then there was a 
thick stripe of dirt before you reached the asphalt. Mama always muttered about how we’d been 
cheated out of that extra bit of yard because the fence was up when we got there, and we couldn’t 
move it because we didn’t own the property. But this yard is the size of 2 football fields. The 
swing set sits dead center, glinting under the streetlamp in sharp white asterisks that cut through 
the atmosphere. I wonder if even the air was made of paper here. The glare of the light blinds me 
temporarily. In answer to my squinting, the light dims until I can see her bathed in yellow 
radiance, her sharp angles outlined against the night.  
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 “Who’s that?” Jill asks. Either the physics of this world are such that I would never have 
heard the girls approach, or I was so focused on seeing her again that I simply hadn’t paid 
enough attention. I look at them. They squish their eyelids every which way in an attempt to 
make their vision clear, but can make neither heads nor tails of the mysterious figure in the 
distance. I look at her and feel an almost overpowering longing in my blood. I look back at Jane, 
the younger, with wet eyes. Jill looks at me, and it dawns on her who the person on the swings 
must be. She turns slowly to Jane who is already hypnotized by the presence of her future self. 
She walks forward. Jill reaches for her, but I grab her wrist — my wrist — and shake my head in 
one firm motion. Little Jane plods forward on cautious feet until she has drawn level with the 
woman on the swing. I feel certain that in the time it took her to reach her destination, the sun 
should have risen at least once. The woman does not acknowledge her. Jane looks back at me. 
My hurt must lay upon me like a second skin because she turns suddenly in distress to the 
woman. 
 “What did you do?” she screams. This version of herself is brand new to her, yet she 
speaks as if all of our history had unfurled in her brain as soon as she laid eyes upon her. There’s 
a definite note of hatred in her voice. Maybe, I think, she knows herself far better than I ever 
could. 
 The woman turns slowly to her counterpart, and grins. I am able to see it all as if I am 
there beside them.   
 “What I had to,” she replies. 
 Little Jane is livid. “Jill is sad cuz of us! Can’t you see that? She’s looking at you like you 
did something bad! Like you did something to her! Did you?” 
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 Jane the adult trains a steady gaze on her childhood self, a gaze that would unsettle 
anyone but herself. She does not speak — she only smiles. Her face with its serene madness 
reminds me of Daddy’s. I fall to my knees and clutch at the grass, which comes out of its cookie-
crumb soil in handfuls. I want to vomit, need to, but I gulp down the bile and cry instead in 
hiccuping gasps. Jill crouches beside me and rubs my back. If it’s strange for her to comfort 
herself this way, she doesn’t show it. When I look at her, the pain I feel is visible in her features. 
She hadn’t seen it coming — a future where she and Jane were no longer everything to each 
other — and neither did I. My tear drops plunk onto the blades of grass and their heaviness 
causes the paper to fold in on itself. The light goes out and the swing set disappears; so, too, do 
the Janes.  
 “Wha— Where’d they go?” Jill cries, forgetting me and my pain. She runs to where the 
swing set was and casts all of her anguish in the direction of the streetlight, but it’s no longer 
there.  
 I wake up on the bathroom floor. The harsh fluorescent lights above take my eyeballs 
captive and I don’t know where to look. The tiles are cold against my left cheek, while 
something warm caresses the right one. Fingers. Not Bruno’s; his snores are just audible on the 
other side of the door. I blink several times and the gray blob lying parallel to me sharpens until 
it becomes human.  
 “Jane,” I say. 
 She is clothed in the overlarge cast offs of a person twice her size. The rolled sleeve of a 
denim jacket bunches about her forearm as she reaches for me. Her finger tips make question 
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marks around my ears. The scoop neck of the t-shirt she wears as a dress sweeps the floor 
diagonally. Her dainty feet are hidden inside work boots that scrape the floor as she adjusts her 
bones to fit comfortably against the tiles. Excluding our clothing, we are mirror images of one 
another, except that her hair is parted on the left, and mine on the right. Just like when we were 
kids. Did she walk the bridge of my dreams to share this reality with me? She lifts her hand from 
my face and rests it atop my hand which lies between us. I imagine our bodies curving to form a 
perfect circle. She entwines her fingers in mine.  
 “Is it you?” I ask. Then, without waiting for an answer, I entreat, “Come back to me.” 
 Her gaze lingers for the length of two heartbeats on every peak and valley of my face. 
She looks sad, as though I should know better. She brings the back of my hand to her lips and 
kisses it before fading to nothing. Tears slide across the bridge of my nose to meet the grout. 
These visions might be enough to sustain a crazy person, but I need her — the real her. I don’t 
care what she did, what she’s doing. I don’t care. I flop onto my back and stare straight into the 
white light above.  
 “Give her back,” I say more than I ask. “Give her back to me.” 
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Chapter Fourteen 
 Jane opens her eyes. Interesting. Watching Jill from the shadows, making goosebumps 
break across her skin — it had been nice. Jill, the powerhouse. Jill, the brave. Jane had seen the 
fear in her sister’s eyes; better yet, she had caused it. Jill had been reduced to a trembling 
coward, if only for a moment. And little Jane, the weakling, had made it so. She laughs to herself 
on her twin bed recalling her excellent impression of Daddy’s deep chuckle and the scared voices 
on the other side of the door. The sun was coming up orange and pink, peeking through the 
blinds, seemingly in celebration of this triumph. But it would be a lie to say that Jane had felt 
nothing at the sight of her sister. She lifts the back of her left hand and waves it in front of her 
own face, wishing that Jill were there to wave her right hand in tandem with her own, then pinch 
the end of Jane’s nose to make her giggle. 
 Sharmane shifts on her small cot at the other end of the room. At once, her snores are 
stifled by her ratty blanket. Jane appraises her roommate without feeling. It would be nothing to 
leave this place, and now she’d have to — for a while at least. Jill’s face as they lay on the 
!173
bathroom floor together, her eyes wide and wanting, had reminded her of her own. She knows 
Jill will keep looking for her no matter what, which is why she made it a rule never to stay in one 
place for too long. But Jane had gotten comfortable at Edie’s. Too comfortable. An airplane cuts 
through the quiet air and scatters the clouds into pink mist. The tops of the nearest buildings 
don’t flinch as the plane passes. She is suddenly aware of a ponderous weight on her chest. The 
locket is heavier than usual, as if the golden heart is trying to burrow inside her. Jane lifts the 
charm by its outer edge. It threatens to slip, so she squeezes it until she can feel the indentations 
forming in her fingers. A picture of Jill’s smiling face is hidden inside. It’s a school photo — the 
last one taken before Mama sent them away.  
 Why couldn’t they have lived with Grandma? Mama should’ve sent herself away if she 
was scared. Mama’s face when she found the one drop of blood Jane had missed during her 
cleanup had been fragile as a reflection in water. The urge to shatter her is still vivid in Jane’s 
mind. Jane grimaces at the thought before it floats away. Grandma and her sweet peas would’ve 
been just fine on their own. The locket sizzles in the palm of Jane’s hand. It burns hot and Jane 
lets it drop onto her chest where it immediately cools. She can’t get angry like that… no. It’s too 
dangerous. It only helps when she is in the company of her chosen ones. Seeing the breadth of 
her rage allowed her to know herself. But alone… what would a display like that accomplish? 
Alone? Sharmane is here.  
 Jane sits up and swings her feet over the side of her bed, then touches them to the floor. 
The wood creaks under her weight as she stands, but Sharmane does not stir. Jane tip-toes over to 
the teal dresser posed awkwardly in the center of the room which holds all of Sharmane’s slick 
and shiny clothing. Jane crouches and slides the bottom drawer out to survey its contents. 
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Everything Jane owns is either in this drawer or on her body. Oversized t-shirts she received 
from the other girls. Or found in dumpsters. Or in some cases, in the drawers of her victims. 
Sometimes it was nice to have something physical of theirs. Not because it reminded her of them 
— she had no need for reminders — but because taking from them made the world seem larger. 
Like a museum. They are gone; their goods have been burned to char; but Jane had saved part of 
them. A part that could not speak or threaten or annoy. A thing that could prove their existence to 
others. Jill’s existence can never be wiped from Jane’s memory, from her blood or her bones. No 
matter what Mama had thrown out. No matter how long they’d been away from home. No matter 
how many years it had been since Tommy had said her name. They had lived, they had been, 
there.  
 Jane grabs every loose t-shirt, every thin cotton skirt, every threadbare tartan shirt. Every 
single thing stowed in that lonely drawer until it lay scavenged and bare. None of it matters in 
the scheme of things, except that it does. These clothes are the only items that marked her 
chronology in certain states. In certain towns. In certain states of mind. These overstretched 
shirts-turned-dresses, and ripped fishnets, and semen-stained tops are the only visible, touchable 
proof that she had interacted with these people. Yes, she’d killed them. But it had meant 
something to her, to take something as important, as miraculous as existence from another 
human being. Daddy didn’t care. He did what felt good at the time. He hurt. He infiltrated. He 
fucked. He did what he wanted and that was that. Jane tries to feel whenever she does anything. 
If she is honest with herself, it’s impossible not to. The smells that come off them, and more than 
that. Their essence; their souls. She sniffs them up and traps them inside herself — a showcase of 
distilled humanity beneath the glass of her body. But they never go quietly, even as they curl 
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through the air and into her lungs. Even after they are preserved within her, they bang their fists 
against their display cases and scream. They beg to live. Ah, ah, ahhh, she says to them, wagging 
a finger in her mind. It’s too late for all that now.  
 A corner of burlap sticks out from underneath the dresser. Jane pinches it with forefinger 
and thumb to drag it out into the open. She stuffs the contents of the now empty drawer into the 
sack and slides its drawstring tight into a scrunched “o”. Sack slung on her back, she stands. She 
moves one foot at a time — apart, together, apart, together — until she’s turned in a full circle 
and surveyed the whole room that had been half hers. Gaps between the exposed wooden beams 
gape in questioning mouths all over the walls. Why leave? Why? Jane twirls in place until she is 
facing her roommate’s bed. Sleeping Sharmane. What a horrid sight. But Jane has to admit… the 
girl is much less ugly asleep than awake. Her mouth is mostly closed for one thing. In sleep, 
Sharmane’s lips merely pucker at the front leaving a tiny opening. Whatever can be said about 
her, Sharmane is not an obnoxious sleeper. Jane leans over her roommate, examining as much of 
her body as possible in the fading dark without touching her. Oh, Sharmane. Though despised, 
you will be missed. If only Jane had something to remember her by. Sharmane exhales a puff of 
air through the narrow parting of her lips. Her remaining front tooth glistens under a thin film of 
saliva. Jane’s eyes squint in a smile that does not reach her mouth. She lets the strap of her travel 
sack fall into the crook of her arm before letting it roll down into her hand. She stretches the sack 
open again and rummages around inside. She pulls out a pair of pliers. 
* * * 
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 When we got back to the house, Grandma had the driver-side door open before she even 
shut off the engine. I had to tug the emergency break into place myself since Grandma had 
forgotten the car the second she’d stepped out of it. She jogged to our porch, but I hung back. 
She banged on the front door like she was trying to break it down. After ten blows, she pulled her 
knocking hand into her stomach and nursed it for a second before beginning again. She was 
hurting herself. I ran up to our stoop and climbed the stairs two at a time so I could reach her 
before she could knock again. When I grabbed her hand, she looked down at me as though she’d 
forgotten me along with the car. I think she was wondering why I let her beat me to the door. The 
truth is, with every hour I’d spent tossing and turning in Grandma’s guest room, my desperation 
to get back home dwindled more and more. Now that I was finally at the door to our house, I was 
scared of what I’d find on the other side of it. Grandma had obviously experienced a 
transformation counter to mine; her mature calm had soured into distress over what Daddy might 
be doing to Jane. I, on the other hand, was distressed by the possibility that Daddy was no longer 
around to do anything ever again, and what would happen to Jane if that were true.  
 The door opened into blackness. A shadow slunk backward into the room. Over its 
shoulder, through the archway into the kitchen, I saw the morning light attempt to squeeze 
through the blinds shut across the back windows. Grandma and I looked at each other, unsure, 
before stepping inside. I flipped the light switch next to the front door.  
 “Jane?” 
 My sister stood rubbing her eyes in the middle of the room. She had on her Peter Pan 
nightgown with Tinkerbell waving her wand in different poses all over the fabric. She moved her 
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hands away from her face and squinted at us. She’d been asleep. The three of us stood in silence 
for a moment as Jane picked the crusty bits from the corners of her eyes.  
 “Sweetie?” Grandma said. Jane hadn’t uttered a single word, which was odd considering 
how sad she’d been to see us go the night before. “You alright?” 
 Jane nodded at Grandma and smiled like she was still dreaming.  
 “Where’s yo’ mama, baby?” Grandma asked. 
 “She went to stay with a friend,” Jane said. “Like Daddy told her to,” she added. I wasn’t 
sure why. Grandma nodded her acknowledgement, then looked around, suddenly wary. 
 “Where is yo’ daddy?” Grandma asked, still searching every inch of the room visible 
from where she stood in case he leapt out to try and catch her off guard. Jane shrugged. 
 “Not here,” she said. Her smile climbed all the way up to her eyes before she let it 
disappear altogether. I don’t think Grandma noticed. “He went out last night. Hasn’t come back.” 
 “Well, get some stuff together and you can come stay with me, OK?” Grandma said, 
finally walking over to Jane. She stooped to my sister’s level and hugged her for a long time. 
Jane didn't raise her arms to hug her back. Grandma pulled away and held Jane by her shoulders. 
I thought she’d ask her why she was acting this way, but instead she asked “Did he lay hands on 
you last night? Did he say anything wrong? You alright?” Jane put her hand on Grandma’s cheek. 
I felt my brow wrinkle in confusion. Jane grinned. 
 “It’s OK, Grandma,” she said. “I’m fine.”  
 Grandma nodded and once again fitted her arms around Jane, who this time raised hers 
and wrapped them around Grandma’s neck. At first she kept her eyes closed. Then she opened 
them and looked steadily at me over Grandma’s shoulder. She grinned without a single trace of 
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sleepiness. As Grandma whispered her I’m sorry, I’m so so sorry’s into Jane’s neck, my sister 
shushed her and patted her head. Then she looked back over at me… and winked.  
 Grandma decided to stay and clean up a bit since it helped when she was irritated to do 
something with her hands and she was scared to get on the road in such a state of agitation. I 
knew she was really hoping Mama would come back so she could have it out with her. She 
dusted the living room with an old rag and muttered to herself all the while.  
 “Don’t know what yo mama thinkin… what woulda happened if we hadn’t come back…
here all alone… with him… don’t got no knack for parentin’… give her an earful when she come 
back here…” Grandma was prepared to involve the police, though she wasn’t particularly 
confident they’d be helpful. “At least they got guns,” she said to me on the way to my house that 
morning. “If things get outta control and they end up takin’ him out, den so much the better.” I 
watched from the stairs as she dusted every inch of our living room. Jane was in the kitchen 
spreading jam on a piece of toast. She’d asked if I wanted one, but I’d said no. She shrugged in a 
way that said If it suits you, and grabbed a couple of slices for herself from the bread box in the 
pantry.  
 She hummed and did a little bread box boogaloo as she tucked the desired ingredients 
into her arms. Once she’d gathered everything she needed, she backed out of the pantry, spun 
around and kicked the door closed with one foot before dancing over to the counter. She pulled 
open the nearest drawer and chose the butter knife with the fewest water spots. She twirled the 
knife in her fingers and knocked the drawer shut with her forearm. I watched her in disbelief. 
There was nothing here of the crying child desperate to escape that I’d seen the night before. She 
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was calm and… happy. And not the fragile kind of happy that was braced for the worst to once 
again rear its ugly head. Jane was carefree. It was obvious to me, in the way she tapped her 
fingers as the bread toasted, and let out a squeal of delight when it popped up. In the way she 
inspected the overcooked bread, then shrugged as if a little charring made no difference. In the 
way she sang to herself as she unscrewed the top of the jam jar and spread the sweet jelly over 
her toast with both sides of the knife, back and forth, back and forth.  
 “Jill? Wuss wrong, baby?”  
 Grandma had finished banishing the dirt from the living room and had come to stand 
beside me. When I heard her voice I closed my mouth, which I hadn’t realized was open. I 
blinked up at her and shook my head in response. Nothing. Absolutely nothing was wrong. My 
eyes slid back to my sister. Jane munched her toast and tilted her head from side to side as she 
chewed. I looked up at Grandma, who watched Jane lick the jam from the corners of her mouth 
before taking another big bite. “Hm,” she said to herself. “Guess dis what a night off’ll do.” I 
don’t know who she was trying to convince.  
 Hours later, I sat on my bed. Evening was around the corner, yet still no sign of Mama or 
Daddy. My bed had been remade while I was gone. It could only have been Jane, who was seated 
at her desk with her back to me — Mama rarely set foot in our room anymore. Jane’s stationary 
kit was spread out before her as she worked studiously on a project.  
 “You know Grandma’s favorite color?” She asked after an hour of silence.  
 I shook my head, but realized she wasn’t going to turn around. “No,” I said. “Why 
dontchu ask her.” I was irritated but unsure of why. Jane was happy. That should have made me 
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happy. And Daddy was nowhere around. I should have been relieved. But where was he? Flashes 
of the extended vision I’d had the night before intruded on my thoughts again. Jane’s swaying 
hips. Daddy’s menacing leer. The bathtub filled with blood. 
 “Where is he?” I asked. 
 Jane’s colored pencil scratch-scratch-scratched against the paper in front of her. She 
colored ferociously, hunched over her desk. Her locket thunked against the desktop with every 
stroke of the pencil. When she was finished, she set the pencil down amongst the rest, scooted 
her chair away from her desk, and turned to face me in her seat. She wore a serious, somewhat 
vacant expression.  
 “I told y’all I’on’t know where he went,” she said. “He ain’t here. Thass all I know.” Her 
accent had changed, as it did under special circumstances. I would have let it go — perhaps she 
was as anxious as I was… except that one corner of her mouth slid upward as if to punctuate the 
end of her sentence. I felt myself frown. 
 “Now who’s the liar,” I said. She didn’t get angry, or pull a face like she didn’t know what 
on Earth I was talking about. She opened her eyes wide and beamed at me like someone had just 
walked up behind her and spun the winding key sticking out of her back. I nearly held my hand 
up and shut my eyes as I would against the Sun.  
 “Now, why would you say a thing like that,” she said, her voice syrupy and strange. My 
guts writhed in anguish. Don’t let it be true. I jumped out of bed and strode to where she sat. My 
fists were clenched so tightly I was afraid blood would drip from my palms if I ever unfurled 
them. I shook from head to toe. Still, my sister smiled radiantly.  
!181
 “Did you really…?” I pushed as much of the question from my mouth as my body would 
allow, but the end of it stayed trapped inside me. I didn’t really want to know. Just tell me it’s not 
true. I willed her to hear me and comply. A look of genuine confusion spread across her face.  
 “Did I really what?” she asked me, sounding like herself again. “Are you alright?” She 
laid a hand on my cheek as she had with Grandma. My spine went rigid. Although I’d spent the 
entire night wanting nothing but to have her in front of me, just then I had the overwhelming 
desire to pull away. I moved her hand from my face and put my hands on her shoulders.  
 “I saw something last night. You… and Daddy. He’s dead isn’t he?” 
 Jane stared blankly at me. Her gaze was bottomless. I did everything in my power to hold 
it, but before long my eyeballs began to feel like paper. My brow wormed in all directions, 
threatening betrayal, but I wouldn’t let myself break eye contact with her. After what felt like 
several minutes, Jane’s eyelids lowered until they were halfway to closing. She suddenly looked 
drained.  
 “Who knows,” she said, and offered up a tired grin. She glanced at my bare neck then up 
again. “Still won’t wear it, huh?” she asked. The memory of her howling and scratching at Eli’s 
garage door the day I tried to destroy my locket came to me and I stepped away from her. Her 
grin became a smirk. “Don’t worry, I’m not mad,” she said. As if she’d read my mind. “It’d be 
nice if we could match, though. But then,” she held her hand to my cheek once more. “We do 
anyway, don’t we?” 
 I blinked at her. She smiled as if out of habit, then turned back to her stationary kit. The 
anxious serpent in my belly squirmed. My brain was full of questions I didn’t know how to ask, 
and emotions I didn’t dare confront. Instead, I looked over her shoulder. She was drawing a 
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picture of me, her, and Grandma. The three of us stood, hand-in-hand, in a grassy field. The sun 
brightened every inch of the paper, excepting the back right corner where a small group of grey 
clouds congregated and a single bolt of lightning plunged into the ground below.  
 “What’re those things?” I asked, pointing at the pair of mounds being illuminated by the 
lightening striking them.  
 “Graves,” Jane said. I looked at her, but she didn’t return my gaze; just kept right on 
coloring.  
 “Whose?” I cursed myself for even asking, but I needed to. 
 She stopped coloring and twisted her face toward mine. “Guess.” 
 At that moment, I heard raised voices coming from downstairs. Jane glanced at our open 
bedroom door, then cocked an eyebrow at me. 
 “Wonder what that’s all about,” she said without an ounce of concern.  
 I walked over to the door, pushed it until it was only open a crack, and stood behind it, 
listening. 
 “Whatchu want from me? You want a dead daughter an’ a plaything fo’ a grandchild? He 
woulda killed me!” Mama. 
 “At lease you woulda died fo’ yo’ chillrin! Fo’ they safety! You knew what he was up to 
and ain’t liff a fanger!” Grandma. I imagined her jabbing a finger into Mama’s chest. In my 
mind, Mama slapped it away and stomped her foot. 
 “What could I do, huh? I ain’t no match fo’ that man! ’Sides he — ” and here Mama 
broke down. “He ain’t want no parts a me noway. Ain’t been satisfied fo’ a while. When she was 
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ol’ enough, he was fine’ly happy again,” she said, sniffling. Bitter. “Anyway, she ain’t seem to 
mind too much. She know what her Daddy capable of. She did what she had to.”  
 A hard slap rang out, its fading echoes bouncing off the walls. I knew Grandma had 
struck Mama. I wished I could run down and belt her myself. How dare she. How… 
 “… dare you. Thass yo’ daughter.” Grandma’s every word was steeped in hatred. “She 
was scared outta her mind! Too scared to e’en tell her own sister! A child in the power of a 
grown man! The man who ‘posed to protect her!” I peeked over my shoulder at the subject of 
their argument. Jane kept coloring with placid focus. If it weren’t for how loud the fight 
downstairs had gotten, I could almost believe she hadn’t heard a single word of it. “You sacrifice 
yo’ child jus’ to save yo’ own sorry ass! I cain’t believe…” and here Grandma’s rage melted into 
disappointment. “Cain’t believe you came outta me,” she said so quietly I had to stretch my neck 
into the hallway to hear. I would’ve given anything to erase the last few months, if only for the 
sake of my grandmother’s heart. She cared so deeply for us: Jane, me, Mama, too. She only ever 
wanted the absolute best for her offspring. For everyone, really. That’s how good she was. I pray 
all the time — to whom, I’m not sure — that the heaven she believed in actually exists. No other 
place is worthy of her. Certainly not here.  
 “Mama,” Ma said. She had regained control of herself for the most part it seemed. “I’m
—” 
 “Don’t.” Grandma cut her off. By now she was thoroughly subdued. “Don’t you say you 
sorry. Not to me.” By now, I had crept out into the hallway along the silent floorboard to the top 
of the stairs, mesmerized by what I’d heard. Grandma’s gaze shifted to me. Mama spun around 
to see where Grandma was looking. I could only have been one of three people, none of whom 
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she was ready to face. Salty tracks left behind by tears streaked down either side of her face. She 
lost control of her features for a second; I thought she might bawl. I hoped she would. Instead, 
she glared at me.  
 “Where’s your daddy?” she demanded. It was taking everything she had to keep her voice  
even. 
 “I— I— ” Scenes from my gruesome daymare left me at a loss for words. Grandma 
intervened. 
 “He was gone when we got here.” 
 Mama’s eyebrows plunged in confusion. She shook her head, dismissing the questions 
forming in her mind, and barreled up the stairs. I jumped aside as she flew up and over the last 
step. Briefly, she lingered just outside our bedroom. A stripe of light from where the door stood 
ajar fell across her. Maybe it was the way the light hit her, but she looked frightened. She hurried 
the rest of the way to her room and shut the door. I turned back toward Grandma who scowled in 
the direction of her daughter’s room. She was spent. Her hands trembled at her sides and every 
breath she took made her chest balloon. I could see her entire life unspooling before her eyes in 
countless reels. She was searching them for answers. Only when I left the top stair did she come 
back to the present. Her eyes took on an unusual sheen. Before I knew what was happening, my 
grandmother’s face crunched under the weight of her grief. She shoved the heel of each hand into 
her eyes and sobbed. My stomach lurched. The only tears I had ever seen my grandmother cry 
were of happiness.  
 “Don’t cry, Grandma.” 
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 Jane had come to stand beside me. Her eyes were waterlogged. It was my sister, the Jane 
I knew. She took my hand and we descended the remaining stairs together. As we reached 
Grandma, she sunk to the floor. With her legs splayed in front of her, she looked like a child. 
Jane and I huddled over her and buried ourselves in her softness. The three of us quaked and 
cried, our hearts breaking as one.  
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Chapter Fifteen 
 We went home with Grandma the next day. Ma made no move to stop us. In fact, I think 
she was glad to see the back of us. It was obvious she’d been shaken by her argument with 
Grandma; after locking herself in her bedroom, I didn’t see her again until the next morning 
when it was time for us to leave. While we were packing our things, I said to Jane, “I bet she 
waitin’ on Daddy to come home.” Jane did not look up from her suitcase. 
  “She’ll be waiting a long time,” she replied. Her voice held no meanness or bitterness; in 
fact, she sounded as if she were imagining that endless wait and its possible effects.  
 I pretended not to hear. 
 Grandma made Mama promise to phone as soon as Daddy reappeared. She was 
determined to have it out with him once and for all. In my heart of hearts I hoped that enough 
time would go by that she’d get used to having us around and just let us stay. We could wear 
what we wanted and be who we wanted without fear of attracting the wrong kind of attention. 
The three of us could go on picnics after church, take long car trips, or just sit out back with cold 
glasses of iced tea after an hour or two of working in the garden. Jane would be herself again. 
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Not strange, silent, or empty. Maybe Mama would even become more easygoing without Daddy 
around to keep her constantly on edge. She could come live with us once we were sure she could 
be trusted. It could be nice… 
 As long as nobody found him.  
 Grandma took us to and from school that week. Jane started raising her hand in class 
again. Miss Fincher was so happy to hear Jane’s voice, she neglected to show suspicion at the 
newfound confidence resonating in every word her formerly timid student spoke. I stayed quiet 
in class, which wasn’t too far from normal. I’m sure my classmates were too astounded by this 
latest shift in Jane’s personality to notice how I hugged my arms against my stomach and didn’t 
meet anyone’s eyes for long. Whenever I glanced at Eli, he’d raise his eyebrows to ask without 
asking, “You OK?” and I would look away. Tommy watched Jane intently throughout the week, 
but made no attempt at conversation.  
 At lunch on Friday, Eli and I sat at our usual table in the cafeteria. Though we weren’t up 
in New York or Boston, our winters could still chill you to the bone on certain days. Sparkling 
sheets of ice blanketed the picnic tables outside, and cones of it hung from the dead branches of 
trees. I pressed my legs together and rubbed my hands on my thighs after sitting down with my 
food just to relish the warmth my body made. It was so much cozier looking at bad weather from 
inside a warm building. Jane sat down beside me but held her head aloft and gazed into the 
distance as if she were somewhere else altogether. I bumped my shoulder against hers, disturbing 
her revery. She looked at me and smiled as if I were something she just remembered she loved. I 
surveyed the lunch room, studying faces until I spotted him. Tommy took tentative bites of his 
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sandwich at a table not far from ours full of kids who all carried on around him as though he 
weren't even there.  
 “Tommy hasn’t hung out with us in a while,” I said. Eli was already watching him. He 
nodded. Jane kept chewing the same bite of turkey sandwich she’d taken a full 20 seconds 
earlier. It had to have been mush by then, but she looked happy enough. Finally, she swallowed. 
Then, rather than weigh in on the discussion, she took another bite. I had noticed over the past 
couple of months that Tommy had gradually begun to remove himself from our company. 
 “We should call him over,” Eli said. “It’s weird eatin’ lunch ‘thout him droolin’ all over 
you,” he said to Jane. She let her lips curl into a small smile, but kept her eyes on her sandwich. 
“Hey!” Eli shouted. The rowdy kids at Tommy’s table looked over at us, then went right back to 
flicking grapes at each other. Tommy ignored Eli, but glanced at Jane quickly before returning to 
his food. His face went from ashen to beet red in about half a second and he wobbled on the 
bench. I thought he might pass out. I grinned. The sight of Jane was always enough to get his 
juices flowing. Finally, something familiar.  
 “Come on, Tommy,” I said. “Come sit with us!” I nudged Jane in the ribs a few times. 
She glared at me, and shook her head no. I widened my eyes, a silent plea. She sighed.  
 “Tommy, come sit with us,” she said. She smiled tightly at him. As red as he already was, 
he went about three shades darker. 
 “Dang. Looks like he might blow,” Eli whispered, giggling. I kicked him in the shin and 
swallowed my own laughter down. Tommy glanced over at us with his face screwed up like he 
was trying to decide what to do. He mumbled to himself a bit before gathering his things, getting 
up from the bench, and walking over to us. He climbed onto the bench to sit next to Eli and 
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opposite Jane. Tommy and Jane refused to look at each other. I couldn’t understand what was 
happening. They got along so well. It was seriously weird to see them sitting, button-lipped and 
avoiding each other’s gaze. Eli looked from one of them to the other before turning to me. 
 “Maybe we should go,” he said. 
 “NO!” Tommy looked up at Eli and I, desperate, then glanced at Jane. She stared him 
down until he lowered his eyes.  
 “The heck’s goin’ on witchy’all?” I asked. Jane slid her hand onto my arm and squeezed 
it. Tommy was so drenched in sweat he looked like he’d just showered with his clothes on.  
 “I think I’m done eatin’,” Tommy said after a tense silence that had stretched toward 
eternity. His lip trembled. He was about to cry. “I’ll see y’all later,” he said, cramming his half-
eaten food into his lunchbox. He chanced one last look at Jane, who turned her face away. A 
single tear plunked down onto the surface of the table before Tommy hurried away. Jane pulled 
her fingers one at a time from around my forearm and put her hands in her lap. 
 I felt bad. I’d always liked Tommy. He didn’t need to be threatened into believing Jane 
was better than all the snide remarks muttered about her in class — he’d already come up with 
about a billion reasons why himself. I loved my sister more than breathing and couldn’t stand the 
thought of her without me… but I was never jealous of Tommy; he was too dim to be anything 
but sweet.  
 “Why were you bein’ like that?” I asked Jane, who had resumed eating her lunch. She 
chewed another bite for eons before facing me. She looked like she’d been wrung dry of all 
feeling. Eli pretended to be fascinated by the mystery meat drowned in gravy that the lunch-lady 
had slopped onto his plate, but I knew he was listening. 
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 “Tommy’s sweet. I think he should find a better friend than me,” she said.  
 I didn’t understand. Jane looked down into her lap. I saw emotion begin to stir in her as 
she started twirling her thumbs around each other. 
 “I’m… changing. I don’t care about things the way I did before. I thought it’d be better 
if… I don’t want to hurt him. I mean,” she said before I could remind her of what had just 
happened, “more than I already have.” 
 “Tommy?” 
 I found him squatting just outside the entrance to the boy’s bathroom near the cafeteria. 
I’d told Jane and Eli that nature was calling me, but really I just wanted to make sure Tommy 
was alright. He sat against the wall with his lunchbox on his knees and tears in his eyes. When he 
heard me call his name, his dam burst. His face was blotched red and white with two puffy eyes 
for decoration. Snot swung from his nostrils before stretching and settling into his lap. I slid 
down the wall until I was beside him on the floor. For a while, neither of us spoke. A few boys 
left the bathroom and glanced at the pair of us on their way back to the lunchroom. Tommy 
sucked air and phlegm into his lungs every once in a while. I sat in easy silence, figuring that if 
he wanted to talk, I’d listen and if not, I’d sit with him and let him know he still had a friend. 
After a few minutes, his breathing slowed and he sat all the way down, unbending his knees so 
his legs lay straight in front of him. He rolled the heels of his sneakers out and in, knocking the 
toes of his shoes together in a steady rhythm. I peeked over at him. His head hung on his neck 
like a heavy bud on a slender stem. 
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 “She’s sick of me, ain’t she?” he asked in a hoarse whisper. He’d stopped crying, but his 
voice wobbled, threatening more tears. My throat tightened as if I’d been the one crying. I wasn’t 
sure if he expected me to answer him. I waited. “She knows I’ll never be smart as her. She’ll 
never like me, like how I like her.” He sniffed. Water rose to the edges of my eyelids. “I knew 
she didn’t,” he continued. “But it was nice bein’ her friend. I thought maybe one day…” I looked 
at him full on and didn’t look away. He shook with the effort of trying to keep his tears in. My 
vision blurred and I watched his shape grow muddy. My nose started to run. “But now she don’t 
even wanna be my friend.” He made fists and pushed them into his eyes. His hands were pink 
with the constant flush of blood. I reached for him, then stopped my hand midway and pulled it 
back to me. Tommy hiccuped and let his hands fall to the floor at his sides. “What did I do, Jill?” 
he asked, turning suddenly to face me. “What did I do? Can you tell her I’m sorry for it, 
whatever it was? I won’t do it again, I won’t! I’m sorry! I just wanna be… I just want things to 
be like they was,” he said. His words swished together with tear drops and the saliva building in 
his mouth and the snot climbing the borders of his lips until I could barely separate one from the 
other. Tommy clutched his stomach and grimaced, letting out a wretched sound somewhere 
between a sob and a growl. My forehead wrinkled and I put my hand over my mouth. I felt the 
same noise climb the rungs of my ribs and try to force its way out. I drooled into my hands as I 
cried. Tommy was in pain, and I was feeling it alongside him. His chest burned; his eyes 
throbbed; his stomach clenched into a lump of angry muscle. I know because everything his 
body did was mirrored in mine.  
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 “Tommy!” I cried, clutching his shoulder and squeezing it tight. “Stop!” He rubbed his 
eyes and frowned at me. The tension in his expression melted away as soon as he saw the state I 
was in.  
 “Wuss wrong?” Tommy asked in alarm. He’d forgotten his own anguish as if it had never 
been. He grabbed my shoulders and peered into my eyes. The pain coursing through me 
subsided; my body was mine again. I gulped air into my lungs and scrunched my eyes closed.  
 “It ain’t you,” I said as calmly as I could. My chest, once heaving, slowed its rise and fall 
until it was barely moving. I opened my eyes and stared at Tommy, whose eyes and mouth all 
held questions. “You didn’t do nothin’ wrong,” I explained. “Jane cares about you. A lot. As a 
friend,” I said quickly as hope lit him from within. “She’s goin’ through some stuff. Changes,” I 
said, recalling the word she’d used. “She’s afraid a hurting you ‘cause of it. She figured you’d be 
better off bein’ friends with somebody else for now.” Deep furrows appeared in Tommy’s 
forehead. 
 “What d’you mean, ‘changes’?” he asked. Almost as soon as the words left him, his eyes 
sprang open and his mouth rounded into an “o”. “You mean… womanly changes?” he whispered. 
I couldn’t help myself; I grinned.  
 “I guess you can call it that,” I said. There was no way I could explain what was really 
going on inside my sister — or me — in a way that Tommy could understand. I couldn’t make 
sense of it myself, but at least I had the benefit of seeing to aid in my belief that these things 
were indeed happening. But trying to tell Tommy would’ve been like trying to relate a dream. 
There’s just no way. Whatever I said would only have amounted to a vague approximation in his 
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mind. “It’s something inside her that’s makin’ her act like that. It ain’t you,” I said again. “Don’t 
worry.” 
 Tommy’s face transformed before my eyes. His every muscle relaxed and left him 
slumped against the wall, radiant with relief. A burst of laughter tumbled from his lips and two 
more tears fell. Happy ones. I touched his arm and he beamed at me. 
 “So I just gotta let her be,” he said to himself with new resolve. He gazed thoughtfully 
over my shoulder at nothing in particular. “I bet becomin’ a woman is hard. I’ll jus’ wait ’til she’s 
finished.” I got the feeling Tommy was picturing Jane as a caterpillar being made over into a 
butterfly. The gorgeous butterfly he already knew her to be inside. His vision refocused and his 
eyes gleamed. “You tell her I’ll wait for her, OK?” I smiled at him with all the warmth I had.  
 “Sure, Tommy. I’ll tell her.” 
 Grandma only had one guest room, which I was happy to share with my sister. It certainly 
beat tossing and turning on my own in the dark. Jane and I sat side by side on the edge of the bed 
that faced the windowed wall. Every window in Grandma’s house was clothed in white lace 
curtains, whether they matched the mood of the room or not. Grandma had come into our room 
while we were at school and opened the window a couple of inches to air it out. But with the 
curtains closed, the room hadn’t gotten much in the way of fresh air, and still held quite a bit of 
our mingling scents when we returned. My shoes were off in a far corner, toppled in different 
directions, toes askew, unlike the militaristic rows my footwear occupied at home. Without 
Mama policing my every move, I went through the week in a state of dazed relaxation. However, 
I always kept one ear pricked up in case the telephone rang or there was a knock at the door; it 
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wasn’t safe to relax just yet, not as long as the mystery of where Daddy really was remained 
unsolved. I flopped back onto the mattress and swept my eyes along Grandma’s cracked ceiling. 
If it fell on us now, it wouldn’t matter if they figured out what happened to Daddy or not. What 
could they do to us? I sighed up at the roof, willing the beams to buckle and crash down on our 
heads. Jane stayed seated, straight-backed on the edge of the bed. Her hands reached around her 
neck in search of something. She pulled the chain of her locket out from between her dress collar 
and her skin, then unclasped it. Mine was in its usual place: my pocket. Jane’s hands disappeared 
in front of her again. Silent seconds ticked by as she sat, unmoving.  “Tommy said he’d 
wait for you,” I said. Jane tilted her head slowly to one side.  
 “Tommy,” she whispered. “He’s sweet.” Her elbows pressed into her sides and began to 
inch up and down. I imagined her wringing her hands like she’d done in the cafeteria at 
lunchtime. “Poor Tommy,” she said.  
 “I think he’s feelin’ better now,” I said.  
 “Because of a lie,” Jane replied. I frowned at her back. 
 “Well, not a mean lie. And anyway, he came up with it himself. I jus’ didn’t tell him he 
was wrong.” 
 “But he is wrong,” she said. Her voice was so low I could barely hear it. “This ain’t got 
nothin’ to do with becomin’ a woman.” I pressed my fingertips into my stomach; Jane had 
slipped into Southern talk again. It will always puzzle me that I could tell whenever something 
was wrong because she started to sound like where she came from. 
 “You don’t know,” I said. “Maybe this’ll all — ” 
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 “What? Go away?” she said, whipping around suddenly. “Jill. This ain’t somethin’ that’ll 
stop. This is… important” She shook her head fast. That wasn’t the word she was looking for. It 
wasn’t enough. This thing that was happening, it did mean something. We might never know 
what. The strangenesses that began to manifest in each of us back then kept changing, 
chameleonesque and dependent on the situation. As far as I knew, all we could do was ride it out, 
wait for it to end. Hope it would end. Someday. 
 I didn't know what to say, so I didn’t speak.  
 “Daddy isn’t coming back, and that’s just how it should be,” she whispered. “He hated 
us.” 
 I frowned more deeply. Daddy was strange. Was. Already it felt right to say. But I never 
sensed hatred from him. He was like a clockwork animal, only doing what he was programmed 
to.  
 “He thought he was right,” I said, picturing his perfect jawline, his brown skin, his white 
teeth as he grinned like a demon.   
 “Only a man who hated other people could do what he did to us,” Jane said. She was no 
longer looking at me, but at the quilt I lay on. “I can’t tell you what it felt like, to be under him. 
To have him inside me,” Jane said. I clenched my teeth. I didn’t want to be reminded of what 
he’d done. Not ever again. But there it was in my brain, his sweaty, naked self, hovering over my 
perfect love. His gut sliding over her dainty bird bones; his mouth, her screams… 
 I shook my head hard and sat up.  
 “What you’re thinking ain’t even half of it,” she said.  
 “How you know what I’m thinkin’?” I asked. 
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 “I know you,” she replied. Her eyes softened as she lay her hand on top of mine. “I love 
you, Jill; nobody else. You know that, right?”  
 I nodded swiftly, but looked away. 
 “See? This is how I know he hated us!” she cried. “He didn’t want me! He just wanted 
you to stop wanting me!” 
 I still couldn’t look at her. She put her hand on my chin and turned my face to hers. 
 “He wanted us to stop loving each other,” she said, making her voice soft as silk. “But I’ll 
never stop, Jill. Never.” 
 My chest expanded until I thought I’d burst. I pressed my mouth hard against hers, then 
sank into the kiss like it was a waterbed. I felt her fingers like raindrops on the sides of my face, 
one by one, cool and beautiful. She pushed her tongue into my mouth; I wrapped mine around it. 
I loved her. I loved her so much. Her hands slid up my shirt.  
 Grandma’s key turned in the lock.  
 We broke apart, slapped the wrinkles from our rumpled clothes, and did our best to look 
like we were contemplating the birds in the backyard when Grandma reached the guest bedroom.  
 “Y’all alright?” she asked. We hopped up from the bed and ran over to her. I hugged them 
both until my arms ached.  
 “I thought you went shopping,” I said after realizing Grandma had come straight upstairs 
without yelling for us to come help her get the bags.  
 “I was on my way, but… well.” 
 Jane and I looked up at her and waited. I noticed for the first time that Grandma looked 
uncertain. Her eyebrows were distressed squiggles.  
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 “But what, Grandma?” Jane asked. Grandma dug her teeth into her bottom lip. 
 “I went to the store, but I couldn’t think of nothin’ I wanted,” she replied. She stared 
through the window behind us. “I left and went to see your mama.” I glanced at Jane; she 
ignored me. “She been to see the police, but after she told them how he run off sometimes, they 
ain’t seem too concerned.” Grandma’s mouth twitched but her eyes didn’t leave the window. 
“Don’t know what’s gon’ happen now.” Grandma stood between Jane and I with all manner of 
emotions flickering across her face like light projected onto the many facets of a spinning jewel. 
After an age, she set her mouth in a hard line and looked down at us. Her face was like a painted 
portrait, uncannily locking eyes with everyone in the room at once while making each viewer 
feel like they were the only one being watched. “She want y’all back home with her.” 
 “No!” I cried. “Why we gotta go back there? Cain’t she come here? I wanna stay with 
you!” Home didn’t feel like home; it hadn’t for a long time. But wherever Grandma and Jane 
were, that’s where I wanted to be. I felt safe with Grandma. She was the only adult whose love I 
never questioned. She gazed down at me, her face full of sadness. 
 “I did my best, sweet pea, I did. Tried to tell her y’all was prob’ly better off here in case 
he did come back lookin’ to hurt somebody. But,” she shook her head. “Your mama says she 
want her family home where they belong.” 
 “Well can you stay wi— ” 
 “She ‘on want me there,” Grandma said, words final as the grave. “She thinks I’ll make 
things worse if… when he come back.” Jane watched Grandma carefully.  
 “You don’t think he’s coming back?” Jane asked with a hint of suspicion. Grandma 
blinked slowly in the direction of the window.  
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 “No… I don’t,” she said as though considering the possibility in earnest for the first time. 
Grandma got lots of feelings about things. But they were usually things like whether or not it 
would rain, or whether or not Mama would punish us for breaking something by accident — 
things she could easily deduce based on what she already knew. But this was a situation she had 
no clue about. Yes, she knew our daddy, and she knew us. But she didn’t know — couldn’t know 
— what had happened to him. I hadn’t told her what I’d seen, and Jane, though more upbeat than 
she had been in a long time, had been tight-lipped on just about every subject since the day 
Daddy went missing. Grandma looked me square in the eye. 
 “You think he comin’ back?” she asked. I opened my mouth and closed it a few times. I 
felt exposed somehow. Even though I was mostly sure Grandma was incapable of reading my 
mind, I tried my best to keep it blank anyway. She didn’t take her eyes off me; wouldn’t until I 
gave her an answer. I couldn’t lie. 
 “No.” 
 She nodded once, a silent Thought so, but said no more.  
* * * 
  
 “Wake up.” I shake Bruno by the shoulder until his forehead thunks against the frame of 
the bathroom door.  
 “What the—? Oh,” he says. “Good. You’re alright.” He looks at the light trickling 
through the motel room window as the sun gently shoves the fuzzy border of night away. He 
turns back and looks me over. “… mornin’. How you feelin’?” Memories of the night before 
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flash through my mind. Me pushing him away. Scrambling into the bathroom. Vomiting. Jane. 
Hot blood rushes to my face.  
 “Bruno… I’m sorry.” 
 “Forget it,” he says, waving my apology away. His voice is gruff, business as usual — 
but I know he’s hurt. He won’t look me in the eye for one thing. He shifts onto his knees in 
preparation to stand. I jump up from my crouch and extend my hand. He looks at the proffered 
hand, then into my eyes. I grin. He smiles. Laughs. Takes my hand.  
 “I need to get to DC.” 
 “DC?” Bruno bends over to brush stray carpet fibers from the backs of his naked thighs. 
“We don’t have any jobs out there, do we?” 
 “No,” I look away. “I need to find Jane.” Bruno stops brushing his legs and stands.  
 “Why?” 
 Good question. 
 “I just want to. I had a weird dream last night and I feel like I need to. I miss her,” I reply. 
Bruno stares at me. I can’t read his expression.  
 “What makes you think she’s gonna let you find her this time?”  
 I look down at my toes and twist my fingers into a knot that covers my soft triangle of 
pubic hair. He’s right. She’s probably on the run as I stand here thinking of her. “I have to try. It 
feels important.” I peek up at Bruno. His face is blank. 
 “Fine,” he says. “I’ll go with you.”  
 “Bruno, you don’t have to—” 
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 “I want to,” he says, a little too loudly. Then, under his breath he mutters, “God knows 
what’ll happen if you actually catch up to her.”  
 The fingers of my right hand drift automatically to the thick scar tissue at my throat. The 
flesh there is lumpy; it gathers, flattens, and dips in a way that mimics the terrain of my trachea. I 
remember how much it hurt when the nurse pulled the bandages away. When the dried blood that 
had clung to my skin was ripped off, my hand had shot to my throat to feel the stitching. My 
throat felt like the top of a football. I cried and cried. Mostly because my attacker — my sister — 
wasn’t there with me. For some reason, I only remember Bruno shaking his head in disbelief 
from the time she sliced my neck open to the time they removed my bandages. My continued 
devotion to my sister remains a mystery to him. He shakes his head now in a familiar way. 
 “She burns people, Jill. Lights ‘em on fire. She’s insane. I know there’s not a lot I can 
say. Like, I can’ rightly judge her, can I? But… you and I, we’re makin a livin, ain’t we? What 
she does…” he doesn’t finish his thought, but instead, stares at the floor.  
 “How is what we do any different from what she does? Especially you and your 
experiments. You enjoy that, don’t you?” I ask. He looks me in the face. It strikes me that we’re 
both naked. For the most part. My chest is bound, as usual, but my bottom half is completely 
uncovered. I remember the first time he saw me like this; he couldn’t look me in the eye for a 
long time after. Bruno sits splay-legged on the edge of the bed. His penis is large even when 
flaccid. It hangs over the mattress like an overripe banana. Something in me stirs looking at it, 
but the sensation is immediately done away with when I think of Jane. I could do anything I 
wanted to him right now. But all I can think of is her hand in mine as we lay on the bathroom 
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floor. Bruno. He’s always been sweet, and in love with me. Ever since the day I met him. Why 
can’t I love him the way he wants me to? 
 “We don’ do dis shit for fun, do we,” he says to me. “Your sister gets off on ‘urtin 
people.” He looks me over. “Including you,” he says. “Why don' you just report ‘er to the cops 
an’ get on wiv your life?” The return of his accent is a sign of just how angry he is. 
 A wave of irritation hits me so strongly, I’m about two seconds from punching him in the 
mouth. Instead, I turn on my heel and walk back into the bathroom, shutting the door behind me. 
Almost immediately, I hear footsteps. 
 “Jill?” He waits for a response. Receiving none, he sighs. “Jill, please. I jus— I wan’ you 
to be happy, OK? An niss chasin’ a psychopaff shit ain' doin’ it.” He pauses. “Maybe these jobs 
ain’ doin’ it neiver,” he says. “Jus’ tell me what you want, an’ I’ll do it. I’ll do whatever you 
want. Anyfin.”  
 They’re beautiful words. If only someone else were saying them.  
 “You wanna do something for me?” I say. “Get me another couple of jobs, too.” I’m 
running behind, but I can’t tell him that. It’d just start another argument. 
 “Din you juss say —” 
 “Just do it, Bruno,” I say more harshly. I don’t hear anything for a long time. Eventually, 
the bedsprings grind. I picture him lying on his back, spent. 
 I stare at myself in the bathroom mirror and recognize my sister in a lot of my features, of 
course. But this time I can see other people, too. Our mouths, when they’re not in motion, scowl 
like Mama’s — a downward sloping gash in our faces. Our great aunt Ethel’s less-than-thumb-
width nose somehow snuck down between our eyes as well. These things I notice now that I’m 
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standing still; they’ve never occurred to me before. Our eyes, however, I’ve always known were 
borrowed from Grandma. Almond-shaped and wide. A deep brown that’s almost black, is black 
under the glare of certain lights. I blink slowly at my reflection. I ask me what I know. What will 
happen if I catch up to Jane? If she threatens me, tries to finish the job, I’ll probably let her. I’ve 
beaten the hell out of a lot of people, but I could never…  
 I flex one tiny bicep at a time, remembering the strength I’ve shown over the years. The 
skulls I’ve caved in with my bare hands. My arms might as well belong to a child. How can so 
much power hide in arms like these? I imagine my cells expanding extra wide to accommodate 
the excess energy, then contracting again once their store is depleted. Perhaps they’re even 
smaller than that, these atoms of power. I press my fingers into my arms one at a time, then all at 
once, hoping to feel a jolt or vibration. All I feel is muscle and bone. I drop my arms to my sides 
in defeat, stare into my own, depthless eyes. If you stare at something long enough, you begin to 
believe with more and more certainty that what you’re looking at will change. Your reflection 
will wink at you and smile. Your irises will stretch to fill the surface of the mirror, blot out 
everything and suck you through the glass down into an unfathomable abyss. I wait for the 
change. Bruno knocks on the door, but I don’t move. If I stand here long enough, something will 
happen. Maybe the mirror will crack open and I’ll finally have a third option after living my life 
without her and pursuing her with no reward.  
 “Jill, come out now, OK. You’re worryin’ me,” Bruno’s mouth must be right up against 
the door. “If she’s fryin’ another poor sod and it’s affectin’ you, knock back, do sumfin’ to let me 
know.” 
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 I want to tell him to shut up for a minute. That my reflection is about to transform. But 
that’ll ruin everything. I just have to wait. Locking eyes with yourself is both calming and 
unsettling. You feel like you should be able to trust that person in there — it’s you after all — but 
part of you always holds out, says no, that’s not really me. Bruno hammers on the door and I jerk 
out of my pose. Fuck.  
 “I’m fine, OK? Stop bangin’ on the door, fool!”  
 He mumbles Sorry and I hear him pad back over to the bed. I’m nearly pressed against 
the door, but something is wrong. Out of the corner of my eye, I notice: my reflection hasn’t 
moved. She is standing over the sink, staring at nothing. I fall against the door. As I slide to the 
floor, I hear the bedsprings release as Bruno runs back to the bathroom door. My reflection’s 
neon green eyes roll in my direction. Then she grins and crouches until she is no longer visible, 
like the real me, cowering on the bathroom floor. 
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Chapter Sixteen 
 We went home. Mama’s mood graduated from tense to wired to barely suppressed mania 
over the next few weeks. Her worry had become a barrier separating her more firmly from us 
than ever. Jane and I spent as much time out of the house as possible, and Mama never tried to 
stop us. Watching her anxiously tear her cuticles to shreds with her teeth as she cooked — 
chewing, then handling collards, chewing, pressing into twine-wrapped pork flesh with her 
fingers, chewing, never washing her hands — must’ve been as awkward for her as it was for us. I 
don’t think she meant to be disgusting; I think she was trying to catch something so she could be 
taken away to the hospital and stumble upon Daddy there. One afternoon, two months and a 
week from the day of Daddy’s disappearance, I heard Mama riffling through the refrigerator, 
plunking bunches and slabs of food onto countertops as loudly as possible. Jane and I could take 
a hint; we ducked out the front door and headed for the playground at the end of our street. We 
lived on a long, tree-lined road amongst a rainbow of other split-level homes built exactly like 
ours. It wasn’t fancy by any means — no one we knew who lived around there could afford 
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fancy — but most folks kept their yards trimmed and uncluttered, and would at least give anyone 
passing a nod and a smile, if not a wave, which was enough to make the place feel pleasant.  
 The road ended in a cul-de-sac. At the horseshoe curve of it, a narrow dirt path lead down 
to a park. Eli and Tommy lived a few streets over. We often met, the four of us, at the park’s 
playground, which stood at the center of where our respective streets dead-ended. The 
playground was intended for use by all three of the surrounding housing developments, but not 
many children played there. It wasn’t because the equipment wasn’t well-maintained — it just 
wasn’t as interesting as some of the older playgrounds with dinosaur slides, tunnel mazes, and 
castles with rope bridges. Ours had a swing set, a slide that came down like a giant metal tongue 
into a pool of sand, parallel bars, monkey bars, and a big dome of a jungle gym. But everything 
was the same sterile grey of polished steel.      
 Jill and I walked wordlessly to the swings and sat down. She took off immediately, 
stepping back with the rubber seat stretched across her bottom, then picking her legs up and 
holding them out straight as bolts as gravity carried her forward. I took off on my swing soon 
after. We passed each other in the air again and again — one swinging forward, the other 
backward — keeping time with an invisible metronome. There’s always a moment, when you 
swing forward and the air rushes into your face, when you feel like Earth’s fingers might just 
miss pulling you back down and you’ll shoot up into the sky, over the tops of houses and trees. 
And you won’t come crashing down — you’ll go on, whizzing through the clouds for the rest of 
your life, pointing down at the places and things you used to know. Back then I thought it was 
possible if you reached the right speed and flicked your feet just right. I swung hard that day, 
trying to believe I could do it this time. Higher. Higher. With each swing, I extended my legs in 
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imagined elegance. When I reached the highest point of what I knew was the perfect swing, I let 
go. My stomach smushed against my intestines at take off, then filled out again as gravity lost its 
hold on me. The sandbox shrunk away and the topmost tree branches lowered into my view. 
Slowly I sailed through the air, promising in a blink of thought to somehow steer myself back 
here and instruct Jane how to do what I’d done. Then I noticed the ground getting closer. I 
plummeted onto a small hill of hard-packed dirt under a brittle layer of grass.  
 “Jill!” Jane ran over to me, as she always did when I tried, and failed, to fly. “Are you 
OK? Why do you keep doing that?” she asked as if I were her child and a handful.  
 Carefully, I pushed myself up into a sitting position and extended the arm I’d landed on. 
Everything felt like it was where it should be. I looked at my legs. My corduroys were covered in 
thick smudges of dirt, but my legs seemed to both be going in the right direction. Nothing 
broken, just a powerful ache on my left side. “ ’S fun,” I insisted, spitting a broken blade of grass 
onto the ground.  
 “Until you break something,” Jane replied.  
 “I’m alright,” I said, struggling to my feet. My first step toward the sandbox sent sharp 
pains up from my left ankle; I inhaled fast in surprise, almost choking on the breath I’d taken. 
Jane’s eyes widened. 
 “What’s wrong?” 
 I made for the swing set and waved off her concern. “Nothin’. Don’t worry — I’m fine.” 
I stood in front of the slide with my back to her to avoid seeing the expression on her face. I 
thought for sure I’d feel her hand on my shoulder before long, but she never came to where I 
stood. 
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 “If you say so,” I heard her say in a dull voice. When I turned to look at her, she was 
headed back to the swings. More and more each day, I saw her personality shift as though a die 
were cast inside her every ten minutes or so. Depending on what came up, Jane might be 
compassionate, angry, carefree, or unfeeling. Grandma chalked it up to the shock of recent 
events, but I knew better: it had been happening ever since we’d gotten those lockets. Her 
changes in mood, once brief, begun to happen more often and for longer periods of time. She 
didn’t even have to wear her locket anymore; it happened regardless of whether the jewelry was 
around her neck or not. She did, however, carry it with her, in a purse, pocket, or backpack, like I 
did. Though she no longer chastised me for refusing to wear my locket, the significance of the 
pair of them remained in her stubborn mind. Of course I thought them significant, too, only…  
not in the same way.  
 “Hello, again.” 
 The voice came from the direction of saplings grouped in a huddle near the most recently 
built neighborhood. Behind those teenaged trees was a stern set of elderly ones stood trunk to 
trunk, hunching protectively overhead. I scanned the area, but saw no one. I turned to Jane to ask 
if she’d heard what I’d heard but she was already smiling and waving at the figure advancing 
from the borders of the forest. She wore the same long black coat and gloves — the familiar yard 
sale costume. As she neared, a breeze began to blow; she turned the collar of her coat up in 
response. My scalp tingled and my limbs turned to stone. I wanted to speak, to ask her what she 
was doing there, where she’d come from, how long she’d been watching us. But I couldn’t talk. 
 “You’re not wearing your necklaces?” she asked. “What a shame. I’d hoped to see how 
they looked on. If we ever crossed paths again.” I had hoped we never would. Jane gazed at the 
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Woman as if the very look of her were welcome and nothing remarkable. But she had come close 
enough for us to see that the gloves she wore weren’t actually gloves and that her coat was the 
only thing on her a person might call clothes. The rest of her body was hugged tight by a black, 
shiny material, fingertip to toe. The domes of her breasts stood out from a lean torso, smoothly 
cupped in black. I could see the contours of her abdominal muscles and the outline of her hip 
bones. Her apparel began at her neck and swallowed the rest of her so that if she stood against a 
wall painted black, from far away, you would see only her head floating and run for your life. I 
wanted to run then, despite seeing the body attached to her neck, because I was reminded why 
seeing her had unsettled me so much the first time. The Woman’s face was an exact copy of mine 
and Jane’s, but older, with the softness of childhood ironed into the sharpened angles of 
adulthood. And with eyes the livid shade of a radioactive frog. She strode through the sand and 
eased her bottom into the swing I’d jumped out of. A stronger breeze blew and her coat flapped 
open against the chains suspending her seat.  
 “You came back,” Jane said, awestruck. The Woman smiled, her teeth impossibly white. 
 “I never left.” 
 “You… live around here?” It was exactly as unbelievable as Jane had made it sound. The 
woman chuckled, a sliding and turning over of heavy stones in her throat. 
 “I’m staying here for a while. Visiting.” She had no discernible Southern accent. Truly, 
she had no accent at all. She pulled her vowels in no particular direction when she spoke. Her 
words were plain, undressed in any region of the world. “This town of yours is interesting. The 
people.” She craned her neck to stare at the clouds passing overhead. “The atmosphere.” 
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 Jane giggled. The woman looked at my sister with her electric eyes. “Did I say something 
amusing?” she asked, genuinely perplexed. Jane kept her eyes in their laughing crescent shapes 
as she replied. 
 “Atmosphere. I’ve only ever heard that word in my etiquette tapes. I never thought this 
place had a atmosphere.”  
 The woman frowned. “No?” 
 “No,” Jane giggled again, shaking her head. “Nice places have atmosphere. Sophus- 
no…” Jane screwed up her eyes a minute, thinking, then nodded. “Sophisticated places. This 
place is just,” Jane made a panoramic sweep with her arm, “normal.” The woman’s face relaxed 
and her eyebrows tented. 
 “You think so?” she asked, as if she knew abnormal things had been happening. As if 
she… expected them to.  
 “Whatchu know ’bout it?” I asked. The words boiled out of me. She turned her gaze on 
me. 
 “About what?” 
 “Why are you mad?” Jane asked me. 
 “She knows why this stuff’s been happenin’ to us,” I cried. My feet carried me forward 
until I stood so close to the Woman I was sure she could feel my breath dampening her skin. I 
forced myself to look into her eyes. She stared back, her expression unchanged.  
 “I don’t know what you mean,” she said.  
 “Bullshit!” 
 “Jill!” Jane cried.  
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 “She’s lyin’!” I said, and whirled back around. I stepped closer to the Woman and stuck 
an accusing finger into her chest. “You stay away from us,” I growled.  
 The Woman tilted her chin down until she could see where my fingertip jabbed her. She 
raised her face to meet mine and smiled. 
 “If that’s what you want,” she said. 
 “Jill,” Jane sighed. 
 “Yeah, that’s what I want.” I exhaled heavily into her face. She didn’t blink. 
 “Fine,” she said. I pulled my finger away; sticky black tendrils stretched from her chest 
like the tendons of a stretched out piece of gum. I thought of a thousand tiny arms gripping me, 
pulling me closer in unison. They held onto my finger briefly before retreating back into her, as 
though suddenly called away. All my bravado drained out of me. She grinned. “You’ll never see 
me again,” she said. She stood, brushed the non-existent dust from her thighs, and turned to go. 
“Unless,” she said, “you want to,” and disappeared back into the trees. 
  
 Jane wouldn’t speak to me the whole way home. She tight-rope walked the curb and I 
strode five steps behind, balled up fists held stiff at my sides. She hadn’t seen what I’d seen: the 
woman’s body had tried to suck me into itself. Well, to be honest, if that’s what she’d wanted to 
do, I’m sure there’d have been nothing left but my sneakers half-buried in the sand. Didn’t 
change the fact that the whole encounter had been strange. But Jane didn’t seem to want to talk 
about it. When we arrived in our own front yard, Jane stomped up the steps of our itsy concrete 
porch. Jane made to knock on the door, but at the last second, she turned on her heels and glared 
at me. 
!211
 “Why’d you have to run her off like that?” 
 “’Cause none of this foolishness started happenin’ till we got these,” I cried, yanking my 
locket out of my pocket. I wanted to tell her that I only had the damned thing on me at the time 
because they meant so much to her. And she meant so much to me. But I wasn’t given the 
chance.  
 “What is your problem?” she screamed. “She was nice!” 
 “She was creepy!” I screamed back. “She looked just like us! Didn’t you see that?” Jane 
took a step back and shook her head in disbelief.  
 “What’re you talking about?” she asked.  
 “What am I — What d’you mean? Her face, Jane, her face! It’s just like ours!”  
 A pause. 
 “Because she’s black?” 
 “No! Are you crazy?!” 
 “Are you?” 
 My mouth hung open. I couldn’t understand what was happening. I wondered if I had 
indeed lost my mind. But the sensation of those cool, sticky tendrils guiding my finger into the 
Woman’s chest was too fresh to ignore. Jane looked at me like I was some loony cursing at 
squirrels for stealing the acorns on my lawn. My face burned — I looked away. “You more 
worried ’bout a stranger than me. Care ’bout hurtin’ her feelins, but not ’bout me hurtin’ myself.” 
 “You said you were fine!” 
 “That never used to stop you askin’!” She had told me she loved me and only me at 
Grandma’s house, but it wasn’t enough. One minute she would declare her love, the next she’d 
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be empty-eyed with everything that had come before seemingly forgotten. I’d told Tommy she 
thought he’d be better off with another friend for now, and he’d accepted it; when faced with the 
same prospect, my mind rejected it. Tommy was just some kid at school, but I was the one who’d 
spent everyday since the womb in Jane’s company. I didn’t think I should have to accept a 
separation from her, emotional or otherwise, however brief. But I realized, as I watched her 
struggle to understand how I felt, that I probably didn’t have a choice. 
 Jane stared at me, lips trembling, at a loss. “What… do you want me to do?” Her 
innocence was an affront to me. I’d become the bad guy, the crazy one, when it was her who’d 
begun to change before my eyes like a goddamned chameleon. The beginnings of hatred flared in 
my bones and I glowered. 
 “Stop bein’ stupid an’ take this seriously,” I spat. I knew my temper tantrums only made 
things worse, but I couldn’t help myself. Someone had to pay for this; it may as well be her. Jane 
teared up. “Don’t you get that something weird is happenin’? Don’t you see that?” 
 “’Course I do,” She whispered, and lowered her eyes to her shoelaces. She sniffed as 
tears rolled one after another down her cheeks and spattered the concrete around her shoes like 
flecks of paint. I reached for her as Mama yanked open the front door. 
 “What’s all this carryin’ on out here?” Her voice resonated in my gut like the first rumble 
of thunder before a storm. “Get in nis house and quiet down. Where you think you at? A 
ballgame?” 
 “No ma’am,” I mumbled.  
 Jane swept past us both and hurried up to our bedroom.  
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 “What’s the matter with her?” Mama asked, sliding her slippered feet along the carpet on 
her way back to the kitchen. I glowed with shame. 
 “Some kids made fun of her at the park,” I lied.  
 “Hmph,” she replied, glancing up the stairs after Jane. “What they say this time?” 
 The Jane I knew begun to recede in earnest. And what could I do? I’d already tried to 
destroy my necklace, but I may as well have tried kissing it gone with my tiny mouth for all the 
good that had done. The only positive that came out of that particular failure was that Eli had 
finally learned to be as spooked by the whole thing as I was. I hadn’t told him what happened 
with Tommy in the hallway at lunchtime right away. Like everything else that had gone on, I was 
convinced the words to make a normal person understand it didn’t exist. I also wasn’t in the 
mood to be talked down by Mr. Voice of Reason, especially when he hadn’t even been there to 
see it. Imagine my relief when I unburdened myself of the incident to Eli and he shook his head 
with solemn slowness like he’d heard I’d been put on Death Row.  
 “You gotta get rid a them things,” he said. The ice insisted on sticking around, which 
made recess outdoors a dangerous prospect, so my classmates and I were given free reign of the 
gym. Eli and I sat in the bleachers. Jane sat cross-legged in a far corner with her back to the 
room, reading. Tommy lurked at the edges of the gym on his own, playing with a set of plastic 
dinosaurs and glancing over at Jane at least once every minute.  
 “We tried that already,” I said, suddenly angry. He had a lot of nerve, talking to me like a 
sage whose advice I’d too often refused. “Why you ackin’ like you knew all along? I’m the one 
tol’ you that, remember?” His eyes slid away sheepishly.  
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 “Yeah, yeah, I know. Sorry.” 
 “Anyway, you saw. The things cain’t be killed.” 
 “Killed?” Eli wrinkled his nose and smirked. “Why you keep talkin’ like they alive?” 
 Because they had to be, I screamed in my head. They had to. How could a thing that did 
not somehow live and breathe manage to control a living being? Not only did the lockets 
influence our thoughts, but our bodies and what we were capable of. I remembered how mine 
had gone from feather-light to weighing a ton that time Jane scared those girls. How it heated up 
when I was overwhelmed by emotion. How I’d knocked Daddy into a wall. 
 “Lots of impossible things been happenin’,” I said. “Let’s just think of everything that 
could be, OK?” 
 Eli nodded in agreement. 
 I exhaled a breath that I must have been holding in since the day before. My muscles felt 
liquid, sloshing against my bones. I brought my feet up to the edge of the bleacher seat in front 
of me and balanced them there. I watched the kids in my class terrorize each other, pulling faces 
and leaving trails of scuff marks as they tore across the floor. I found that it was easier to talk if I 
focused on people who were oblivious to my presence.  
 “That woman who gave us the lockets. We saw her again.” 
 Eli waited patiently for me to say more. He knew it was hard for me to talk about things 
that scared me. He never tried to coax information out of me — just sat with his ears wide open, 
ready to receive it, like Grandma. I loved that about him.  
 “She came outta the trees. I think she was watching us.” 
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 Seymour Jenkins, class provocateur, stole one of Tommy’s dinosaurs. Tommy acted like 
he hadn’t noticed. 
 “What’d she say to you?” Eli asked.  
 I juddered the bench in front of me with my foot. Someone sitting on it, but a ways down, 
whined at me to stop. “She said she hoped we’d be wearing the lockets so she could see what 
they looked like on.” I looked at Eli to see how he’d react. He scrunched his lips together like the 
tail end of a balloon, then unscrunched them — what he did when he was considering something 
tricky.  
 “What’d Jane think of her?”  
 I scowled. He grinned. 
 “They best friends now, huh?” he said. 
 “Seemed like,” I said and punched my knee a few times. “She said our town was nice. 
Said it had atmosphere or somethin’.” I punched my thigh hard. “Jane thought that was funny.” 
 “Atmosphere?” Eli’s whole face looked like the bottom of a balloon. “This place?” 
 “That’s what Jane said.” I punched my leg again. Eli laid his hand on top of the area I’d 
been abusing to stop me striking it again. The spot was tender and throbbed beneath the weight 
of his touch. I winced. He pulled his hand away.  
 “You think she knows somethin’ ’bout what’s been happening?” he asked. I nodded. “You 
ask her?” I folded my arms over my chest and hunched down onto my legs. One elbow dug into 
where I’d hit myself. I pressed against it as hard as I could so it would hurt more.  
 “I told her I knew she had somethin’ to do with it,” I said, staring back out across the 
gym. Jane was still reading. Seymour, bored without someone chasing him, walked back over to 
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Tommy, who hadn’t moved, and tossed his dinosaur back at him. Tommy installed the dinosaur 
at its original post and went on playing. Apparently Tommy was smarter than people gave him 
credit for. “I poked her in the chest.” 
 “You did? A grownup?” 
 “Yeah. I was mad.” 
 Eli frowned. “Yeah, but Jill…”  
 “This is serious!” I yelled, exasperated. A couple of the kids sitting near us turned around. 
I didn’t care. He’d reacted the same way Jane had — as if manners were more important than 
getting answers. I bristled; he held up his hands in surrender.  
 “Yeah, you’re right — that was dumb. Sorry,” he said. “Well, did she say anything? Like 
did she admit she knew somethin’?”  
 “No, but…” I remembered how those glossy tendrils had extended from her body and 
attached to my finger. My face went slack as I lost myself in the memory. 
 “But what?” 
 I held on to the image a second longer, then shook it out of my mind. I glanced up at Eli. 
He was concerned.  
 “My finger, it… got stuck.” 
 “What?” 
 “It stuck to her. These things came out of her and stuck to my finger like, like octopus 
legs, but a lot smaller.” 
 Eli didn’t understand. “You mean like tentacles with suction cups an whatnot?” he asked, 
bewildered.  
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 “No, not like huge Ursula tentacles. They were tiny! Smaller than my finger, but sticky 
and wrapping themselves around it. They tried to pull me in.” 
 Eli’s eyes were the size of saucers. “Shit,” he whispered. “What’re you gonna do?” 
 I shrugged. Hearing the words as I recounted the whole strange tale to Eli made me 
realize how powerless I would be if the woman ever decided to come back. She could do what 
she liked with us, probably without moving her arms or legs; she could just sit back and let the 
tentacles take us. But then I remembered what she’d told me.  
 “She said she wouldn’t come back. That we’d never see her again unless we wanted to.” 
 Eli’s face stretched in a few directions before settling into incredulity. “And you believe 
her?” I remembered the pure, uncomplicated enjoyment emanating from her as she’d gaped up at 
the clouds.  
 “Yeah, I do,” I said. I was as baffled by my admission as he was. I didn’t even bother 
telling Eli about the woman’s face. I’d worked too hard to earn his belief; I didn’t want to risk 
losing it. I looked over at Jane. Her book was closed on the floor beside her, but her back still 
faced the gymnasium, shielding the rest of her from view. I had no idea what visions held her 
mind captive. For the first time, I had absolutely no desire to know. 
 Jane and I carpooled home with Eli and his dad, who remarked on the oddness of 
Tommy’s continued absence. He was clearly unsatisfied with our mumbled explanations, none of 
which corroborated the other, as to why Tommy had stopped riding home with the rest of us, but 
didn’t press the issue. We arrived home to an unfamiliar car already parked in our driveway.   
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Chapter Seventeen 
 Of course she’d noticed the Woman’s face. Jane wasn’t blind, or stupid as Jill had 
suggested in anger. Jane had realized from the moment she saw the Woman turning a china 
teapot over and over, seeming to search its insides for an answer, that her face was near identical 
to the face Jane saw in the mirror each day and the face she saw whenever she looked at Jill. That 
was what had drawn her to the Woman’s side and compelled her to tug at the sleeve of her trench 
coat. After replacing the teapot in its spot on the yard sale table, the Woman had turned to stare 
down at Jane with a look of mild amusement, and something like love, in her eyes.  
 Jill’s confusion and fear over Daddy’s disappearance had wound her nerves even tighter 
than they’d already been. Jane thought it would be best to feign ignorance about the Woman and 
her face that was so much like theirs. Not best for Jill in the moment, perhaps, but the best way 
to get things back to normal more quickly. Though it turned out that wasn’t true either. A crack 
had formed in Jane’s consciousness and, through it, a new world had become visible. Whispered 
insults, insecurities. Hopes. Dreams. And they all belonged to other people. But she could hear 
them. Not all the time — the words faded in and out and she had to concentrate to keep them or 
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else the thoughts would slip out of her head and back into the private silence of the mind they’d 
come from. Of course none of that was a problem now.  
 Another fire, this time in a Richmond apartment complex, has claimed the lives of the 
resident in whose home the fire originated, as well as a family of four asleep in the apartment 
next door. This strange pattern of suicidal arson, which months ago seemed concentrated in the 
DC and Maryland area, has now begun to spread along the East Coast into Delaware, West 
Virginia, and Virginia. Stay tu— 
 Jane switches off the television. There’s a sputter; drool. She wipes it onto the carpet. The 
news anchor, face powdered and hair patted into slick submission, had looked almost bored 
beneath his inexplicably cheerful grin by the news of more deaths by fire. Jane often wondered 
who first determined news of destruction and death was best delivered with a smile. It makes her 
laugh, a brief tinkle like a wind chime, before she sinks back into memory. The Woman’s face 
had indeed been a copy of hers and Jill’s, but a more elegant copy. Where her and Jill’s cheeks 
still puffed slightly with baby fat, the Woman’s cheekbones were high and prominent; where the 
girls wore eyebrows that bristled every which way, the Woman’s were beautifully groomed into 
dark swishes, like calligraphy above her buzzing eyes. The edges of her lips had been defined as 
if they’d been carved from wood, but plump and in a shape Jane had recognized from her own 
preening sessions in the mirror. But her teeth had been all-grown-up teeth, large, sharp — no 
spaces in between — and bright white. Illogically white. A being in high definition. When she 
smiled upon seeing the girls on the playground, Jane’s eyelids instinctively began to fold into a 
squint, but she had held them open in defiance. After all, it was clear that the Woman was the 
uncontested master of her own body — she did not squint or flinch, not even when Jill leaned 
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into her beautifully stoic face and prodded her chest. Jane wanted that. All her life she had 
wanted that. Control in the face of other people’s anger, their fear, their power. Their lust. 
Another sputter. Jane wiped the new drool away with a handkerchief as it slid down the slope of 
the girl's chin. She had wanted to be this Woman, to learn at her feet. And like Jill, Jane was 
convinced the Woman knew something about what was happening to the two of them. But Jane 
wasn’t angry. On the contrary — she wanted to thank the Woman. She had learned how to 
conquer others, even Daddy. She had planted her flag in him and made him bend to her will, 
something she never imagined could be true. The Woman’s body had gleamed beneath that skin-
tight getup she wore, each muscle featured like a work of art in a prize exhibit, the sun glorifying 
her form, every angle, every curve. How do I get there? Jane had wondered. Jane knew that if Jill 
could have heard her thoughts, like she could hear other people’s, she’d never have spoken to 
Jane again. She wanted to touch the Woman, to run her hands along her shining thighs; to absorb 
her radiance, her power.  
 Another growl and gurgle from deep within her victim’s throat.  
 “Hush, now,” Jane whispered, wiping the brow of the troubled young woman who lay 
between her legs with the same handkerchief that held her spit. Jane had found her at a truck stop 
on her way down the East coast. The night was chilly, but Jane never went anywhere without 
exposing her thighs. She’d caught many an eye, including this girl’s, though at first the young 
twenty-something had tried to avoid Jane’s gaze. She wasn’t interested in women or anything 
like that. She was a lonely sort. The kind looking for a friend. A waitress in the truck stop diner. 
Jane had sat directly in front of where her mark stood, behind the register, entering the figures 
from another diner’s check. A Waffle House. Jane used to love stopping there on the way to visit 
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her relatives up in Maryland. Mama and Daddy never brought her and Jill there any other time. 
She’d made small talk with the waitress; remarked on the scarab beetle brooch she wore, which 
it turns out her uncle had gotten her from the Swarovski shop three Christmases ago, and how 
well her red frames complemented her green eyes. The girl had been pleased: her porcelain skin 
turned pink, her eyes found her shoes. She’d given Jane an extra chocolate chip waffle just 
because.  
 “Come back anytime,” she’d said. 
 “When do you get off?” Jane had asked. 
 And the girl had looked about her, as if her coworkers would know her schedule better 
than she. Then she’d nodded at Jane and given her the information she’d asked for. Jane had 
waited, perfuming her body, stretching her limbs, adding mascara to her lashes, all of which 
made her a more attractive, and therefore trustworthy, companion. Then she’d brought the girl to 
her own hotel room, fed her pizza, touched knees with her, learned what the girl’s favorite shows 
had been growing up.  
 Then she dove into the girl’s mind and made her lie flat on the stained carpet, strangling 
herself with the tv cord, pulling the two ends taught. At least three times, Jane made the girl 
choke herself into unconsciousness. Then waited for the girl to wake and began again. But no 
more stalling now. Jane winds the ends of the cord about her fingers then pulls tight. She listens 
to the gurgling, the coughs. A stream of tears roll down the girl’s cheeks and melt into the carpet. 
Jane locks eyes with the girl and notices the question in her gaze. I’m sorry, Jane thinks the 
words into the girl’s brain. But I must do this. She straddles the girl as her lungs scream for air. 
We might have been friends if things were different. But it’s too late for that now. The girl’s 
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breaths come fainter and fainter. Jane imagines her hands covered in shining black material like 
the Woman’s and wonders how it would feel to have her hands around that long, brown, 
gorgeous neck. She isn’t sure she would have the heart to press until the Woman could no longer 
breathe. Then again, Jane thinks as the girl’s color continues to fade, if she pressed her fingers 
against the Woman’s windpipe, it would likely press back. A suspicion that the Woman cannot be 
killed occurs to Jane as if the girl is using the last of her oxygen to impart it. Two bubbles of 
saliva cascade in slow motion across the girl’s bottom lip, which no longer quivers with 
desperate life. Jane takes care not to disturb them as she lifts the girl’s head just high enough to 
unwrap the cord. She tosses the tail of the cord back towards the TV set. As she lowers the girl’s 
head back to the carpet, the bubbles on her lip pop.  
 It’s quiet, so Jane leans into the silence. There is no room for this, no time, when a fire is 
burning. People shout and run and bang their hands and feet. Sirens blare. Doors are rammed off 
their hinges. Boots press their shapes into the floor. Muscles tense. Eyes dart. Words shear 
throats on their hard way out. But here, now, there is only quiet.  
 Jane sinks until she is sat upon the girl’s soft abdomen. She brings her knees up, plants 
her feet on the floor some inches below each of the girl’s unhearing ears. The essence of the 
girl’s self stretches lazily from her slack orifices like a fine mist clouding marshland. The girl’s 
essence is a bright, glowing emerald like the Woman’s eyes. Jane rolls forward onto her hands 
and knees and lowers her face until her nose touches tips with the dead girl’s, clearing her lungs 
on the way down. Then, she gulps the girl from the air in one giant breath, reeling backward as 
she does. If anyone had been watching, they might have caught sight of the mist’s green tail as it 
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disappeared up Jane’s nose. You’re mine now, Jane tells the girl, elevated in death, now with her 
own exhibit in Jane’s museum of souls, as she slept with eyes open.  
 She will leave the body as it is. This one was well-loved by those who knew her, even if 
she hadn’t always known it. Her family deserves the chance to see how lovely she looks — face 
up in a puddle of hair that shines like blood — and to grieve properly over her loss. Not that the 
others didn’t deserve the same. But thoughts of the Woman had inspired sentimentality in Jane 
tonight. There had been so much Jane had wanted to talk about with Jill after their meeting with 
the Woman in the park. But Jill hadn’t understood, about Daddy or the Woman, and her 
understanding of Jane had begun to wither in earnest that day. It still makes her stomach knot 
with shame to remember the disappointment on Jill’s face. Jill, who had always been proud of 
how smart her sister was, had called Jane stupid and meant it. Jane’s tear ducts will not fill; she is 
incapable of crying anymore. But remembering still inspires discomfort. She stands, looks down 
at her Sleeping Beauty.  
 Ah well, she thinks, and heads for the door. It can’t always end happily, can it? 
* * * 
 Eli’s dad had invited us over for dinner, but Jane said no before I could say anything at 
all. Eli made a face at me from the front seat, but said nothing. Mr. Smithson shrugged and 
started chatting about how nice the weather had become now it was almost evening, and how 
North Carolina can never decide whether it wants to wear snow or sunshine. Jane smiled politely 
in his direction, then let the smile drop from her face almost as soon as it got there. I made an 
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effort at small talk with Mr. Smithson, as great an effort as any nine year old could, then thanked 
him for the ride when he opened the door to let us out. Mr. Smithson was a kind man. Eli’s 
mother wasn’t always so nice when I came over to play, but her husband was. I didn’t understand 
her concern over my increasing closeness with her son back then. Maybe she worried that if 
things got beyond friendship we’d have a hard time of it. Maybe she thought it was odd, a 
tomboy like me being Eli’s best friend. Maybe she just didn’t like me. But she never stopped me 
coming over. Even if she’d wanted to, she probably couldn’t think of an unmessy way to do it. 
But that day, Mr. Smithson parked in front of our house, came around to my side of the car, 
opened my door, and held out his hand with a grin. I beamed back, laid my palm in his, and 
hopped out onto the asphalt. He offered the same hand to Jane, but she crawled out of the car on 
her own, pretending not to notice.  
 “Looks like y’all got a visitor,” Mr. Smithson said. He cocked his head to one side, trying 
to find some detail that would tell him who the car belonged to. A moment later, he pursed his 
lips and gave up. After I waved goodbye, I saw that Jane was already halfway to the house.  
 Jane mumbled a quick greeting to Mama and rushed upstairs to our bedroom. I started to 
go after her, but paused at the bottom of the steps. The smell of aftershave hit my nostrils and my 
insides froze. It couldn’t be. Please, please no. It was true, I hadn’t wanted him dead. But only 
because I didn’t want Jane to get in trouble for it. Under any other circumstance, I’d have been 
over the moon at the prospect of never seeing him again. The cologne was strong and woody; 
familiar. I didn’t dare turn around for fear of what I’d see. Whom I’d see.  
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 “Jill?” Mama asked. She was crying. “Come on over here a minute.” I almost told her no, 
that I didn’t want to, but the thought of getting slapped all the way into next week stopped me. I 
turned around. 
 It was a stranger. He was white and big. He wore a fedora and a black wool coat with the 
collar turned up as if we were all standing in the middle of an ice storm. “Hi there,” he said and 
gave a little wave. His voice was so deep I felt it in my toes. He was standing in front of the 
couch but didn’t look like it had ever occurred to him to sit down. His companion, a youngish 
black man, wore what I recognized as a policeman’s uniform. He stood stiffly near the stairs that 
led down to the front door, obstinate in his refusal to show any level of comfort in our house. 
 “Come over here, I said.” Mama was seated in one of the armchairs across from the 
couch, legs slanted against one another. One end of her ivory colored handkerchief dangled down 
her wrist, the other end was balled up in her hand. She dabbed at her eyes while I walked over to 
her. I stood beside her chair, eyes never leaving the stranger in the big black coat. “Where your 
sister?” Mama asked. 
 “Upstairs. She came in ‘fore I did.” 
 “That girl.” Mama made to go get her.  
 “No, please, Mrs. Warner. I think I’d better talk to ‘em one at a time. Be better that way,” 
the man said. His accent was as uncommon in our neighborhood as he was. He sounded more 
like Jane than like me or my mother. A Northerner. “What’s your name, hon’?” 
 I didn’t speak. Couldn’t. Mama elbowed me in my side. 
 “Jill,” I croaked. The man responded with the smallest smile I’d ever seen, but still 
managed warmth somehow.  
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 “Jill. ’S nice name.” 
 I said nothing. He took a step toward me. I stepped back. He grinned wider this time. 
 “I’ma detective, sweetheart, Detective Bellows. This fellow here,” he nodded in the 
direction of the other man, “is Officer Hanks. We’re here to help find your father.” My mouth 
opened a little and I took a deep breath, then let it out. “Is that relief?” he asked, chuckling in my 
mother’s direction.  
 “We all be… glad… to see him again.” She was lying through her teeth, but I didn’t 
doubt that at the very least she’d be somewhat consoled by his reappearance, if only because life 
without him seemed even harder for her than life with him. It was obvious she didn’t know what 
to do without a man in the house. She’d gone out looking for work and ended up with a job 
housekeeping on the weekends, but it wasn’t enough. She’d never held a job other than that of 
housewife, and she needed someone to take care of things. To take care of her. That much was 
clear each time I walked into the hallway and heard her sobbing in her bedroom. 
 I didn’t feel relief at the presence of this detective; I felt afraid. Batman was a detective. 
Detectives were smart; they put pieces together until they formed a truth. I didn’t want to say 
another word until this man got into his car and drove away. I folded my lips into my mouth and 
bit down. Detective Bellows got down on his knees in front of me, probably to make me feel less 
small. But being at eye-level with him was even worse. He got close enough for me to see the 
flecks of purple in his hazel eyes. He tried on another smile. Up close, it was ghastly. He was 
older than I’d first noticed, and when he smiled, he got wrinkles around his mouth and eyes so 
deep they looked like they’d been drawn in black marker. I shuddered. 
 “You cold?” he asked. “You can wear my coat; I’m not using it really.” 
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 I shook my head quickly, horrified by the mere idea of wearing something he’d worn. 
Mama jumped up from her chair. 
 “Oh, I’m so sorry, Mista Bellows — I ain’t even take your coat…” 
 “No, no, it’s alright,” he said to her, putting a hand up. “We have more important things 
to worry about here.”  
 Mama forced a smile and sat back down. The detective turned to me.  
 “Maybe if we sat down, like friends, you’d feel better?” he suggested. My eyes darted to 
the couch and back.  
 “Go on,” Mama said and gave me a little shove from behind. I gave a quick nod, and 
Detective Bellows smiled. I flinched. As he lumbered to his feet, I thought about how it looks 
when a horse stands up. I moved my feet one at a time until I made it to the couch. I stared down 
at the cushion, which for some reason looked a long way away. Detective Bellows sat without 
hesitation, his bulk sinking deep into the sofa. He patted the cushion beside his with one massive 
hand. I sat a little ways away from the spot he’d indicated. The couch enveloped my behind so 
thoroughly, I was convinced for one long, panic-filled second that I’d never get up again.  
 “So, Jill,” the detective began. “What can you tell me about your dad’s disappearance? 
You remember the last time you saw him?” 
 The last time I saw him was in my head, through my sister’s eyes… dying. I stare at the 
coffee table and nod.  
 “Good. What can you tell me about that?”  
 I frowned. I could see his face, so frightened, as he sank into the tub. Beneath the red 
water. “He was scared,” I whispered. 
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 “What’s that?” 
 I blinked and looked at the detective for the first time since I’d sat down. 
 “He… he wanted some time. Fo hisself. So he sent me to Grandma’s. And told Mama to 
see her friend.” I glanced quickly at Mama, whose hands were clutching the arms of her chair. 
 “And what about your sister?” 
 “Huh?” I asked. I had hoped he wasn’t paying attention. I made myself look at him. He 
radiated compassion. “Uh, she… she stayed.” 
 “She stayed here? With your dad?” 
 “Yeah,” I said in a voice the size of a thimble.  
 His eyes scrunched, almost too quickly to catch. Almost. Officer Hanks cleared his throat, 
but said nothing. 
 “Did you ask her what happened?” he asked me. It was a reasonable question posed in a 
reasonable manner. I averted my eyes. Nodded. “What did she say?” 
 “She said he was gone. He… left.” 
 “Did she say what happened before that? What made him leave?” I looked up at him. My 
eyes felt wide in my head. I tried consciously to relax my eyelids.  
 “N-nothing. Nothing happened,” I said. I tried to force my voice above a whisper, but it 
wouldn’t cooperate. Detective Bellows watched me for a long time without response. I wondered 
if this was a detective trick, because I began to sweat. I held my armpits closed and chanced a 
weak smile. He smirked in a way that suggested suspicion at my sudden attempt at friendliness. 
He turned to my mother who was boring holes into me with her eyes.  
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 “Could you ask your other daughter to come down, please? I’d like to ask her a few 
questions.” 
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Chapter Eighteen 
 Jane had sat down easily beside Detective Bellows in the spot where he’d asked me to sit. 
Her neck arched as she gazed upon his mountainous form.  
 “So Jane, when was the last time you saw your dad?” 
 “Two and a half months ago.” 
 “And that was here, at the house?” 
 “Yes.” 
 Jane’s voice was impossibly calm. I faced Mama; a tight smile was balanced above her 
chin. She sat rigidly in a pose of choreographed elegance with her ankles crossed and her fingers 
wrapped over the front edges of the arms of her chair. She was like a model for Good 
Housekeeping magazine.  
 “What happened before he left?” 
 “He tried to have sex with me,” she said. I held my breath, shut my eyes and kept them 
closed. I didn’t want to see the detective’s face and I definitely didn’t want to see Mama’s. 
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Instead, I was treated to memories of my sister’s hips swinging and Daddy salivating more with 
each undulation. 
 I opened my eyes. 
 The pause in conversation stretched into a fathomless silence. No one moved. 
 “What’s that, honey?” Detective Bellows asked after who knows how long. His hope that 
he’d heard incorrectly was something I could almost reach out and touch. 
 Jane raised her hands until they were right beneath the detective’s nose and curled the 
fingers of her left hand into a circle. Then she took her right index finger and pushed it through 
the hole her other hand made. In and out. Detective Bellows’s lip curled in revulsion. He forced 
his mouth back into a thin line. Jane lowered her hands and sat without shame, like a statue, 
against me. The detective tried to keep his voice even. 
 “Then what happened?” 
 “I didn’t let him. It always hurt when he did it.” she said. It was hard work keeping my 
mouth from twisting into a smirk. It never hurt her when she and I were together. 
 Detective Bellows didn’t ask how she deterred Daddy from taking what he had so often 
succeeded in getting. The detective had begun the conversation leaning toward Jane, to establish 
interest. By the time she’d uttered the last word, he was leaning away with his mouth open 
slightly. He looked as if he’d been turned off mid-sentence. It occurred to me that maybe he 
wasn’t such a tough cop after all.  
 He shifted on the couch until he was face to face with Mama, wearing an indeterminable 
expression. 
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 “Did you know about this?” he asked her, all pretense of friendliness dropped. Mama’s 
mouth hung slack, her eyes glazed and flat like a toad’s. She exerted as little force as possible in 
nodding her head yes. The detective shook his massive head after allowing the silence to lay 
undisturbed for an uncomfortably long moment. 
 “And you left her with him.” It wasn’t a question. 
 “He. He woulda hurt me. If I didn’t,” she whispered.  
 “So he hurts her instead.” 
 Mama shut her eyes against his disappointment. I saw in her concave shape, as she let her 
forearms hang between her thighs, that she truly felt there was nothing more she could have 
done. Who was she, after all? She had no skills or intelligence beyond what high school and the 
brief spell of farm life as a child had afforded her. But she wasn’t supposed to need those things. 
He was supposed to take care of her, and us. He’d vowed to. Without him, what did she have? 
And in that brief instant, with the detective’s judgment raining down on her, I felt sad for Mama. 
I never had before, but it chipped a flake of my heart away.  
 Then I remembered the animal noises I’d heard from outside our bedroom door that 
night. How he’d pushed me aside like I was nothing, and stole something beautiful from my 
sister. Something that was mine; ours. How I had been alone outside that door because Mama 
had been too afraid to growl and spit and bang her fists bloody alongside me. My compassion 
melted away as soon as I was reminded of what had been happening under my nose for so long. 
Before I knew it, I was glaring at Mama and wishing my hatred would materialize. I wanted it to 
become a rabid animal with rows of rusted saw blades for teeth and a taste for cowards. I 
tightened one hand into a fist. Jane turned her bottom until her right leg knocked against my left. 
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She laid a cool palm over my hot, balled up hand. Under her touch, I opened it like a flower; she 
squished her fingers into the webbed gaps between mine.  
 Detective Bellows looked at his partner, then at Mama, silently observing her with open 
disgust. He shook his head. “We’ll be in touch,” he said before raising himself up from the 
couch. He yanked the wide lapels of his coat straight, then smoothed them down with his hands. 
He made for the door, nudging his partner as he passed him. The black police officer had not 
moved since I’d come into the house, but his expression had changed. He didn’t exude anything 
like sympathy. In fact, he looked angry. The Detective called to him through the open door. 
 “Just a minute, sir. Got a few more questions,” he replied, before stepping towards 
Mama. For the first time, he spoke to her. “You know why I’m here?” he asked. I imagined every 
hair on his body standing up like porcupine quills. “Don’t nobody wanna come out here. It don’t 
matter how nice the neighborhood looks. Nobody,” and this he said with a glance after Detective 
Bellows, “wanna come out here. Because of stuff like this.”   
 Mama jerked out of her reverie and squinted at him. Her sudden awareness of him 
cracked his resolve, but before long he’d succeeded in resetting his face into a mask of contempt.  
 “Moving to a nice neighborhood don’t change nothing. That’s what they say. You know 
how much I gotta hear on this job? ’Bout us.” He pointed between himself and Mama. At me. At 
Jane. “An’ not only does the man do somethin’ unforgiveable,” Hanks glanced at Jane again and 
grimaced. “But then he gon’ run off like a coward.” He spoke like a spitting cat. “This who they 
think we are.” 
 “Oh,” Mama said, as though struck by an epiphany. “So, my sufferin’ makin’ the rest of 
us look bad, huh.” She gave the policeman a dangerous look. It was the same look she gave us 
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before she beat our tails raw. “This ain’t got nothin’ to do with nobody else.” Mama continued in 
a low voice. “This happenin’ to my family. In ’nis house. You wanna judge somebody, judge me. 
But I don’t owe you or the race,” she sneered, “a damn thing.”  
 Mama spread her legs as wide as her skirt would allow and leaned back into her chair. 
She raised her chin and looked down her nose at him though he towered above her like an oak. 
“Anybody wit sense know there plenty black men who do right by they families — don’t lay no 
wrong fingers on ‘em never. Men who own up to their,” she hesitated, “mistakes.” Mama 
allowed herself a joyless grin. “I ain’t got one a’ them.” 
 Hanks’s rage deserted him in a slow stream. He tried to hold onto it, but it slipped 
through his fingers. 
 “I’m scared of my husband, Officer Hanks. But I love him, too. So I do what he says. I’m 
ashamed of my own self, make no mistake. But I’m sure there plenty women all over this earth 
with men like mine they own color who they wish would run off.”  
 Hanks clenched his jaw and let his eyes drift away from Mama’s face, perhaps recalling a 
case or two where the victims had been those very women. 
 “But you an’ yo boss go ’head an judge,” Mama said, standing up. By now, her tears had 
completely dried. She walked to the short staircase that led to the front door landing, descended, 
and opened the door. Her voice came out hard and strong. “Jus’ make sure you get yo job done 
while you doin’ it.”  
 For several seconds, Officer Hanks remained rooted to the spot. With no rage left to make 
him rigid, he slumped like his bones could barely hold him up. Eventually, he blinked and, 
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careful not to make eye contact with any of us, marched through the front door. Mama slammed 
it shut behind him. 
 We spent the rest of the evening in separate spaces: Mama in the kitchen, Jane in our 
room, and me in the hallway. Mama put up new wallpaper about a month after Daddy 
disappeared. It was the color of buttermilk and had no pattern. The tinge of yellow made me 
nauseous but I forced myself to stare at it. I felt strange after the detective’s visit. Even after 
having heard Mama put words to her distress, I still couldn’t quite forgive her for continuing to 
love Daddy. I didn’t understand how she could claim to love him and us; the two seemed 
mutually exclusive. Then again, I couldn’t remember ever hearing her say she loved us. I 
realized there, in the hallway, that I’d just assumed her love for us was there, like one assumes 
they’ll wake up the next morning.  
 Mama had sent us upstairs as soon as the detective left and started banging around the 
kitchen even louder than usual. Normally, I’d be in the same room as Jane, even if we didn’t talk, 
because I wanted to be near her. This time I kept to myself. I didn’t think I could sort through 
everything that had happened if I had the option to look at her instead. The back of my head was 
against one side of the wall, and she was somewhere on the other side. I hadn’t heard a peep out 
of her since I’d sat down on the carpet that ran from one end of the hallway to the bottom of the 
stairs at the other end. The carpet was the color of Grandma’s strawberry applesauce and, 
alongside the wallpaper, made me feel like I was inside someone’s stomach. I always trimmed 
my nails as far down as possible, until it hurt to clip them. I stroked the carpet in the dim hallway 
with my nubby fingertips. I heard Mama’s footsteps as she crested the stairs. She stopped outside 
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our bedroom and looked down at me. Her head blocked out the bit of light from the fixture above 
her head and heavy shadows were thrown this way and that, making it impossible to see her face.  
 “Whatchu doin’ out here in the dark?” she asked. 
 I shrugged, then pulled at the carpet fibers without thinking.  
 “Dontchu mess up that carpet,” she said. “It’s new.” 
 “Yes, ma’am,” I murmured. She lingered for a moment, her head tilted down at me. I 
wished I had a flashlight to shine into her face so I could see it and feel less afraid. As if in 
response to my thoughts, she turned and stood in our doorway. The light from our room washed 
down her front, and I decided more light didn’t help; her profile was grim.  
 “What happened after you told ’im no?” Mama asked Jane. There was no sound of 
bedsprings or movement of any kind before Jane replied. 
 “He left.” 
 Impossibly, Mama’s face grew more dour. 
 “He jus’ left.” Unlike Detective Bellows, she wasn’t convinced. “That don’t make no 
sense.” 
 Silence. 
 “That man don’t never take no for an answer. He don’t accept nobody else’s way. He 
woulda had you,” she said darkly. “He woulda had you if he wanted.” 
 “But I didn’t want it.” It was the way she said it, each word cutting the air as it was 
spoken. Mama’s eyes glistened. She considered Jane for a long moment. 
 “What did you do?” she whispered.   
 “I didn’t do anything,” Jane replied. I could hear her smile. “He did it himself.” 
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 Mama scrunched her skirt in her hands. I watched her face ripple against her wishes. She 
was trying not to cry. “Did what?” she asked. 
 I pictured Jane cocking her head to one side, her face cherubic and glowing with joy. 
 “Left.” 
 Mama let her skirt with its new harsh wrinkles fall back into place around her legs. I 
watched her body try to choose an emotion to express, but it couldn’t. She jerked a few times, 
holding her stomach. The despair that had receded during Officer Hanks’ diatribe tore through 
her again and when she made to go, the light turned her face to glass, reflecting on a surface 
newly awash in tears. I stood up as she passed me and followed her to her bedroom door.  
 “Mama,” I whispered. 
 She faced me right at the moment when she could no longer hold in her despair. Her face 
collapsed like a drowned sandcastle. I teared up, stepped closer.  
 She glowered at me and slammed the door in my face. 
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Chapter Nineteen 
 Sometimes I can see her through their eyes. Not always, or even often. But I get the 
occasional glimpse and am able to appreciate her magnificence even as she is setting me on fire. 
Her mahogany skin glows copper in the light of the flames. It’s what she’d look like sat in front 
of a bonfire telling stories in the woods. She is always clothed when I see her and somehow, even 
as my nerves explode, I am able to find a crumb of happiness in that. She doesn’t disrobe and 
make love to them. She devours them, in costume. And because of that, I don’t mind being her 
prey. It’s almost nice. It’s attention at least. Devotion, if only to the act of obliterating me. When 
she licks her lips and plucks their wallets up into her slender fingers, I want to laugh. I want to 
kiss her and run off into the night to spend every dime of that money with her, swinging my 
crispy arms, unaware that roasted bits of me slake off and waft into the gutter. It’d all be OK if it 
meant she’d look at me, touch my muscle and bone through the burned out holes in my skin, lay 
her lips upon my seared cheek. I just want to be with her. 
 That’s all. 
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* * * 
 The drive is long, but I don’t want to stop until we get there. I thought I saw the 
Washington Monument through a hotel room window a couple weeks ago, the last time I was 
actually able to use her victim’s eyes for about twenty seconds, fifteen of which were spent 
trying and failing to tear my gaze away from her. But more than the brief corner of what 
could’ve been a famous structure, it’s the news reports of supposed arsons caused by self-
immolation that put me on to where she is. Most of them happened in the Maryland/DC area 
with the odd crime occurring in Virginia and Tennessee. It’s all I have to go on, so I’m going.  
 This morning, I awoke from a dream where I had asthma and couldn’t breathe, then could 
at intervals, to what felt like thin rope wrapped around my neck. For the first horrible second I 
thought Bruno was strangling me. Perhaps out of anger over what I couldn’t give him. In the 
second that followed, I conceded that maybe I deserved asphyxiation, or worse, for repeatedly 
giving him hope and snatching it away just as quickly. But when I opened my eyes, no one was 
there. I clawed at my neck, but my fingers found only my bare neck. I sputtered and choked until 
Bruno woke up and found me gasping like a fish on the floor of a boat. So, Jane had decided to 
shake things up, huh. He knows as well as I do that when it happens, the only thing to be done is 
to wait until it’s over, but he can’t ever just watch. He covered my mouth with his and blew for 
all he was worth, but my throat wouldn’t open. I knew that it wouldn’t and so did he, but he kept 
on until his face was as red as I knew mine was purple. I gasped. Tears rolled into my earholes 
until I couldn’t hear properly; every angry exclamation from Bruno became a sad, muffled grunt. 
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The edges of things went brown, then black, and my eyeballs surged in my skull like they 
wanted out. I groped the air in Bruno’s general direction. Crushing his hand in mine, feeling hot 
blood pump through him as he howled in pain, made survival seem possible even as the colors 
faded from everything in front of me. I thrashed on the mattress and pounded my fists until the 
bed frame broke. I kicked Bruno without meaning to and felt him fly away from me. My skin 
ripped beneath my fingernails as I clawed myself and my brain throbbed, begging for oxygen. 
Just a sip. Please. 
 But I died anyway. Or, they did… whoever they were.  
 Now Bru and I are cruising along I-70 East in an old bomb he snatched from a used car 
lot in the wee hours. He’s automatically a better candidate for theft than I am because his 
appearance is less conspicuous despite his size. He looks the way you’d expect the average 
American male who hits the gym regularly to look. His deviance is hidden. Sometimes I wonder 
if every odd thing about me is as plain as my being a woman wearing a man’s suit. Can people 
determine the number of triggers I’ve pulled by counting bright blue marks ticked along my 
forehead that are invisible to only me? Can they read my desire to feel the flat of my sister’s 
stomach, slick with sweat against mine, in the jut of my chin? Do they know that sometimes, I 
become something else entirely without meaning to? Something that breaks bones, knocks the 
wind out of people with my small fists, and cannot see the world in front of me while I do it? The 
guilt. The fear. Do they see that? 
 I roll the windows down. The air is hot but dry as desert sand, as it should be. Nevada’s a 
nice place to shake off the “shoulds” and the “musts”. There’s so much space, but also tight knots 
of people who swarm about the bright lights and tall buildings looking for a way into some other 
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self. I look at Bruno — head bandaged, torso bruised — and I wish I could slip out of myself and 
stay gone. He catches me staring and winks. I try out a grin, but it feels disingenuous. He pats 
my thigh the way Eli used to do whenever I hurt myself. I giggle and the urge to leap off the 
nearest cliff subsides. He tries to laugh himself, but winces. Whatever sound was coming next 
stops midway up my throat. I want him to stop the car and wrap his hands around my throat for 
real.  
 “I’m sorry,” I say. I don’t know that the words mean anything anymore coming from me. 
But he smiles, and it’s genuine. 
 “Stop sayin’ that, will you? It’s fine,” he says. “I know you din mean to almost kill me.” 
 My face goes stormy. 
 “I’m kiddin’! Juss kiddin’!” The words tumble out as fast as they can. “For god’s sake, 
you know I’m messin’ wiv you, right?” He puts his bandaged right hand back on the wheel.  
 “It’s not funny.” 
 He inhales deeply and holds it in, then lets out a long sigh. His head falls back against the 
headrest and his eyelids droop. “Jill. None of dis is your fault. OK? Don’ worry about it. Ah,” he 
holds his hand up before I can protest. “Juss stop. I’m alive, see?” He wiggles his fingers, then 
grabs the wheel and jerks us back into our lane before we can collide with the car rolling up in 
the lane next to ours. The driver of that near-unfortunate vehicle lays on his horn for an age to 
make sure we understand how wrong we were.  
 “Yeah, yeah,” Bruno says as he waves the guy’s middle finger off. Bruno peeks at me 
again, but immediately shifts his gaze back to the road ahead. “It’s alright,” he says. “I’m not 
goin’ anywhere, OK? No matter what you do.”  
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 I try to keep from crying, but I can’t. 
 “Hey, now,” he says, taking his hand off the wheel and reaching for mine. He grabs the 
wheel again before we’re able to get uncomfortably close to another car. “Don’t cry, alright?” 
 “It is my fault,” I whisper.  
 “What?” Bruno whips around to shake his fist at the driver of the red Jaguar about to kiss 
our back bumper. She presses her horn good and long before zooming around us. “Little shit,” 
Bruno growls. “The legal age to get behind da wheel oughta be upped to twenty-five. Can’ trust 
dese brats wiv any kinda machinery.”   
 I don’t repeat myself. I know he wants to ignore what I’ve said, so I let him. Truth is I 
don’t much want to talk about it either. But it needed to be said. Out loud. This is my fault. If I 
had fought Mama’s resolve. If I had known what Daddy was up to from the start. If I had told 
Jane about the bad feeling I’d gotten the second I put on that locket for the first time. If I hadn’t 
been so scared of her. We wouldn’t be here now. She wouldn’t be playing keep away with herself 
and I wouldn’t be chasing her from state to state just to be able to hold her in my sights and say 
I’m sorry, for everything. Please stay with me. 
 I would never have met Bruno. I would have grown up with Eli. I would have fallen 
asleep in the glow of her warmth every night from then until now.  
 We would not be here.  
 “Line me up a few more jobs for when we get there, if you can,” I say. How many by 
now? Three? Four? I’ve lost count. Bruno sounds unsure, but I insist. He grunts in assent.  
 I pull the doodad that adjusts the back of my seat until I’m at a comfortable slant. 
Through the window, I watch the tipsy world go by.  
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* * * 
 We screamed as we ran down the stairs and into the kitchen. Mama, who had begun to 
say less and less as each day went by, didn’t even look up when we ran past her. Jane reached the 
back door first, yanked it open, and was off like a rocket into the fading light of day. I giggled 
and ran after her. She sprinted to the wooden fence that marked the border between our backyard 
and the narrow alley behind. By the time I got a third of the way across the yard, Jane had 
already turned around and was running back to me. We collided at the center and fell into the 
grass with our arms wound about each other. The blades were still damp with afternoon rainfall, 
but neither of us flinched as the chilly drops soaked through our clothes and into our skin. 
 It had been a few weeks since the cops had come. Mama spent each day staring at the 
phone, willing it to ring, but the phone kept its jangling declarations to itself day in and day out. 
Life became hyper-normal for me. Unchecked by Daddy’s absence, Jane’s ebullience grew. She 
met every remark with belligerent cheer. Even Grandma’s concern began to ebb now that it 
looked like Daddy was gone for good and Jane wasn’t irreparably scarred. We had dinner at 
Grandma’s as often as Mama allowed. I’d seen not hide nor hair nor gleam of disturbingly white 
teeth since the Woman’s appearance at the playground. All was, if not altogether well, at least 
better than it had been in quite some time… in a way. My sister was undoubtedly happier — she 
practically floated wherever she went — which I was grateful for. But another dimension had set 
up camp in her. A dimension that only grew more obscure as time went on. The distance I’d 
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already felt between us had become insurmountable. Every attempt to probe this new facet of her 
character and bridge the gap was dismissed with a smile or a playful eye-roll.  
 We grappled with each other in the grass, a thing unusual in itself because of my sister’s 
aversion to dirt. But this new Jane was carefree. She gripped my shoulders as we dug up hunks 
of earth with our scuffling knees and elbows. Her laughter crashed through the neighbors’ trees 
like cymbals. It was wonderful. The leaves shook as the flycatchers zoomed free of them, away 
from the noise. We paused to lay side by side on our backs. I tangled my fingers in hers and she 
didn’t pull away despite the cruel voice in my head that insisted she would. Instead, she brought 
my hand to her mouth and kissed it. This was my Jane, the one I knew. How long would she stick 
around this time? There was so much I wanted to say — perhaps I could make another attempt to 
understand who she had become — but I didn’t want to disturb the fantasy I’d stumbled into. So 
I didn’t. Jane rolled onto her side, facing me. I did the same, my left arm pressed into the dirt. 
The tickle of ants marching along the ridge of my forearm barely registered. Jane grabbed my 
neck and kissed me so hard our teeth clicked. When she pulled away, I draped my free arm 
across her waist, covering the giant pink ribbon wrapped like a belt around the middle of her 
dress. Down there on the ground lying side by side, we were finally the same height. She pressed 
her forehead against mine, closed her eyes, and hummed a single, long, low note that sounded 
like the reverb from a strong electrical current. I laughed, startled by the strangeness of the 
sound.  
 Then I realized it wasn’t coming from her. 
 Her locket twitched. Once. Twice. It popped up from the ground where it had rested, 
cradled by soil, and stuck to her chest, through her dress, like a magnet. I watched as it peeled 
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away from her. I was so mesmerized I forgot to be afraid. Like a shy animal, it floated towards 
me in slow bursts of confidence, pausing to hover, then creeping forward again. Jane’s eyes were 
open and after-church dark.  
 “Hey Jill,” she said. Her voice was empty of all feeling. “Wanna see something cool?” 
 I didn’t respond — I couldn’t. A paralyzing combination of curiosity and terror made it 
impossible for me to speak. Concentrated heat like a cigarette burn pierced my thigh. I screamed 
and swatted my leg, hoping to crush whatever giant wasp had just stung a hole in me. Instead my 
hand landed on the familiar hard lump of my locket, which strained beneath the fabric of my 
corduroys, trying to get free. I opened my pocket and out it flew. It smacked against Jane’s locket 
and stuck fast to it. Both necklaces hovered in the air between us, worn and unworn.  
 “Put it on,” Jane said. 
 Moisture from one eye ran into the other. A cool breeze blew and I grew clammy between 
a layer of panic-sweat topside and the damp grass beneath me. I was afraid to do as she said, but 
more afraid of what would happen if I didn’t. The chain slipped through my fingers a few times 
as I fumbled with the clasp. As soon as the chain fastened, my body began to stiffen. The more I 
tried to move, the more impossible it became until I lay, a hardened lump of girl in the dirt. Jane 
smiled. A painful grin spread across my face without my wanting it to. Jane raised her left hand 
in a wave; I did the same with my right. She bent her knees; I did the same at the same time. I 
watched it all: us standing, crouching, dancing — together. Our limbs made identical sweeps 
through the air, crooked at identical angles, arched with identical deliberateness. But I wasn’t in 
control of anything I did. I watched it all from inside my head. My body was nothing but a giant 
doll-shaped prison — the real me was trapped inside my skull, crying to be let out. I thought of 
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Daddy and my heart lurched with pity for him for the first time in my life. The pained expression 
on his face when he understood that he could only move however she wanted him to… that was 
the manner of dread engulfing me as I did my sister’s bidding in the twilight gloom. 
 I tried to make my anguish plain but I couldn’t control the muscles in my face. That 
same, horrible grin was there, unfaltering, except for whenever Jane laughed and my diaphragm, 
vocal cords and throat muscles would all work together to mirror the sound. Jane twirled us 
about the yard, never more than ten inches from one another, glued together by metal hearts. We 
dipped our heads and ducked beneath the necklace chain bridge above our heads. I prayed my 
hair would catch in it or that the chain would break — anything to end this nightmare.  
 We held hands and spun together. Jane squealed and picked up speed. The sky spun into a 
purple, light-streaked whirl. The me that was prisoner began to push against the force holding my 
brain hostage. Stop, she said. A flash of light interrupted my vision like a sudden streak of 
lightning. It was so bright it hurt and I couldn’t tell if it was just the pain making me see things or 
if the color had truly drained from everything for one awful instant. I pushed again. Stop! The 
pain got worse. Jane spun us faster. I wanted to vomit but could only grin. Please… 
 STOP!  
 A blinding light combined with the most intense pain I’d ever felt. We broke apart and I 
crashed to the ground. I didn’t want to open my eyes for fear that the world had not yet come to a 
full stop. My temples throbbed in time with the decelerating beat of my heart. The odor of damp 
earth filled my nostrils. I spat out slivers of grass. Flat on my back, I finally opened my eyes — I 
thought that if the planet was still settling into place, at least the sky would always be still so it 
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was safe to look up. I knew Jane was still there, though I couldn’t see her face, but I felt utterly 
alone, almost abandoned, after such intimacy. My brain, my body — she’d taken them over.  
 I sat up, a disheveled mess, and stared googly-eyed as Jane shuddered into focus. She 
observed me with interest. In the encroaching darkness, it was hard to see her face. Now was a 
time, if ever there was one, for questions. How had she done it? Had the locket shown her — told 
her — what to do? That overwhelming feeling of helplessness as I’d watched myself do things 
without my own permission was still fresh. I wanted to be with her, but what had just happened 
wasn’t togetherness: it was a disappearing act. Daddy’s face invaded my thoughts once more. Of 
all the things I could have asked her, every question but one died on my tongue. 
 “Why?” 
 She didn’t ask me to elaborate. She didn’t need to. She knew that this “why” 
encompassed everything from Daddy’s last night alive to now because she had seen it. She had 
known my thoughts and seen me suffering, but hadn’t given up her hold on me. Her face was a 
black, unknowable slate.  
 “I wanted to know what it felt like.” Her words disappeared into the darkness almost too 
quickly to be heard. Certainly too quickly to detect any emotion in them.  
 “What it felt like,” I echoed. To be the one in control. The seat of my pants grew soggy, 
but I refused to stand level with her — it felt safer down on the ground.  
 “How’d it feel?” I whispered, trying hard to bite back my anger, my tears, my hurt.  
 “Good.” That time, I heard it: she was smiling. 
 Mama’s paper doll silhouette did not move as she watched us through the backdoor 
window. 
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 Jane had promised never to make me her puppet again after seeing how scared I was, and 
in the month since it happened she’d kept her promise. But I was still wary, mostly because she 
seemed more pleased with herself than sympathetic to me when she made the promise. I’d 
wanted to tell Eli what happened, but every time I got a chance to, Jane was within earshot. It’s 
not like I wanted to fib about her, but I didn’t want to be another person who spoke about her as 
if she wasn’t there. Besides, I missed talking to Eli on my own. But Jane had begun to keep 
unusually close to me. Not emotionally — proximally. At first I thought she’d realized we were 
drifting apart and wanted to fix it. But she made no effort to share her feelings with me, or to 
sleep close and naked with me like she used to. She just wanted me near her. She would hold my 
hand from time to time, but would drift away again like a kite floating out as far as her string 
would stretch. She seemed to struggle between enjoying this new self and wanting things to go 
back to how they were before.  
 Summer vacation was so close. I was excited for the longer days and shorter nights 
without the interruption of class and homework, if only because it would give me more time to 
figure out what was happening to Jane. I also had the pie-in-the-sky hope of getting her back to 
normal somehow. Next year, with any luck, she’d be able to enjoy the fruits of her strange 
behavior this year — primarily the fear our classmates had come to regard her with — without 
continuing to be strange. It’d be Me, Jane, Eli, and Tommy, the way it had always been. As far as 
I was concerned, the four of us were more than enough. Jane and I sat in front of the building 
after school waiting for Grandma to pick us up. We’d only seen her a few times in the months 
since the cops came. Eli said we were lucky even to see her that much. His grandparents lived 
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somewhere called North Dakota and he only saw them once a year. But only seeing Grandma 
once in a while when we lived in the same city didn’t feel anything like luck. Especially because 
those times we saw her were never long. Mama let her pick us up from school a few times, but 
only on the condition that she bring us straight home and then leave directly after. Whenever they 
saw each other now, the tension was enough to drive you insane. When I drew them together, I 
filled the space between them with a sinister black cloud of energy that crackled with electricity. 
In the picture, their hair stood on end like flames on top of their heads. But Mama had finally 
relented and given us permission to go to Grandma’s for dinner. We were even allowed to stay 
over if we wanted to.  
 Eli walked out of the building with a small group of girls chittering behind him. He made 
a beeline for me when he noticed me sitting on the big bench near the school sign. As soon as the 
girls saw where he was headed, they screeched to a collective halt and moved off elsewhere. He 
sat down beside me and said hello to Jane’s back, since she was sat on the curb in front of us. 
She smiled over her shoulder at him, then went back to reading. “We’re going to Myrtle 
Beach next weekend! My dad said y’all can come too,” Eli said before glancing at my sister’s 
back and adding, “if you want to.” I’d never been there before.  “Yeah, that sounds fun! 
What’s it like there?” 
 “It is fun! The beach is really pretty and there’s people everywhere. They got a long pier, 
too, you can fish off of.” I wrinkled my nose. 
 “Is fishing fun? Looks like you jus sit there with a stick all day waitin.” 
 “It’s really fun! ‘Specially when you get one on your hook.” Eli jumped up from the 
bench with an invisible rod in his hands. “An your pullin, but gently!” he said, looking at me 
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with wide eyes. “You don’ want the line’na break. So it’s like your dancing with the fish,” he 
said, swaying back and forth and wiggling his butt for good measure. I snorted. He laughed, too, 
then held out his hand. “Look, I’ll show you.” I’d touched Eli before, plenty of times. We even 
hugged goodbye before he went to stay with his cousins last summer. But for some reason when 
I grabbed his hand this time, a pleasant shiver ran through me. My skin prickled. We stood with 
one foot in front of the other like fencers, except our swords were our arms and ended in our 
clasped hands. “C’mon,” he said, pulling me towards him. I tripped over my feet and fell into his 
chest. Jane peeked over her shoulder at me. I righted myself and made as much space between 
myself and Eli as possible. “No, look — it’s gotta be like this,” he said. He pulled me forward 
again but with less force this time and grabbed my other hand. “So I pull like this,” he said, 
leaning backward. I bent forward in response. Gym was our last class of the day and he smelled 
like sweat. “And you, if you’re the fish, you pull too, to try to get away.” This time, I leaned 
away from him and he arched toward me. His face hovered above the words POW! BOOM! 
BIFF! that shouted across the chest of my t-shirt.  
 “Hey.” 
 Startled, Eli and I both tried to stand upright at the same time; my chin came down hard 
on the top of his head. The speaker gasped. Eli rubbed the sore spot on his head. “You OK?” he 
asked me. I nodded with my eyes closed. That kid had a head like concrete. When I did open my 
eyes, it was Tommy I saw. He was mortified. 
 “I’m real sorry,” he said. 
 “No, it’s fine,” Eli said. “I was jus showing Jill about fishing. They might come with us 
to Myrtle Beach!” Tommy and I blinked at the same time. 
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 “You’re going?” I asked.  
 Tommy went redder than I’d ever seen him before. He nodded. 
 “Cool!” I said. He, however, was not thrilled by the prospect of a group trip. His eyes 
found his shoes and stayed there as his chin wobbled. I was about to ask what the matter was 
when I remembered my sister’s silent presence on the curb. Eli and I looked at her at the same 
time. After a weighty silence, Jane stood up and brushed the grime from the back of her skirt. 
She stepped onto the sidewalk and strode in the direction of the school’s entrance. I felt so 
horrible for Tommy, and tried to come up with something comforting to say once she’d 
disappeared from view. But she stopped beside him. In shock, Tommy lifted his eyes to meet 
hers. Jane leaned in and kissed him on the cheek. All three of our mouths — mine, Eli’s, and 
Tommy’s — hung open wide enough to catch a swarm of bees.  
 “It’ll be fun, right?” she asked him, once again possessed by the ghost of her old self. 
 Tommy nodded slightly. A squeak came out of him as he tried and failed to make words 
with his mouth. Jane grinned at him. Eli’s eyebrows had disappeared into his hair, and I had 
about as little to say as Tommy. Just then, a car horn blew us out of our trance. Grandma hung 
out of the driver’s side window, waving. I grinned, punched Eli in the arm and ran over to her. 
Jane touched Tommy’s arm, then ran after me. 
 “Bye, Tommy!” I yelled from the car. Tommy swallowed and held up his hand. Eli 
pointed at him and doubled over. As we rode away, the last thing I heard was Eli’s howling 
laugh. 
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Chapter Twenty 
 It was so much fun to be back at Grandma’s. The second I stepped through the door I was 
hit by the familiar scents of delicious food cooking and rich clouds of incense. We had a full 
spread that night: roast chicken, collard greens, creamed corn, yams, and Grandma’s honey-
butter rolls. After dinner, we sat in the living room, ate ice cream, and made shadow puppets in 
front of the votive candles crowded like soldiers on break in a corner of the living room. The 
blue scarf draped over Grandma’s lamp cast a sea glow onto the walls. Jane and I backstroked 
along the carpet while Grandma waved her arms slow like an anemone and giggled, food-drunk. 
Eventually, the three of us fell asleep — Jane and I on the floor, Grandma on the couch — and I 
didn’t have a single dream.  
 A knock at the door startled us all awake. When Grandma opened her front door, Mama 
was on the other side. She never came to get us, always opting to let Grandma bring us home 
because she just knew that the moment she stepped out of the house would be the moment the 
phone rang. The police had been told to call Grandma’s number during Mama’s working hours.   
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 “Come on here,” Mama said to us. Jane and I said our sleepy goodbyes to Grandma, 
lingering with our heads buried in her warm abdomen. Mama didn’t scold us away from 
Grandma as quickly as usual. She watched the three of us for what felt like years before clearing 
her throat. Her voice still came out in a croak. “We gotta go,” she said. Grandma sunk her nose 
into our kinky brown curls and kissed our scalps.  
 “See you next week, sweetpeas,” she whispered. I kept waving as I stepped onto her 
porch, crossed the lawn, and got into the backseat of the car. Mama followed close behind me. 
After Mama shut the car door on my side, I raised my hand to wave. Jane was still in the 
doorway looking up at Grandma. Jane beckoned her to bend down closer and kissed Grandma’s 
cheek. Then she wrapped her arms around her. Grandma patted Jane’s back, no doubt whispering 
comforts to her as she did so. Jane pushed the heel of her hand into one eye and rubbed as she 
made her slow way over to the car. When she got in, I noticed that tear tracks shone down each 
of her cheeks.  
 “S’OK,” I said laying my hand on hers. “She’s pickin’ us up next Wednesday.”  
 Jane looked away from me, then patted the hand I’d put on top of hers. Mama started the 
car and pulled away from the curb without a single glance at the rearview mirror. The ride was 
smooth with the occasional bump in the asphalt, but the bumps just made it feel like we really 
were out in the ocean somewhere, rocking in a metal box. The time on the car’s radio was 
9:05PM, a little past our bedtime. As we zipped past the street lamps on either side of the road, I 
let the on-off rhythm of the dark lull me back to sleep.  
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 When I woke up, we were still driving. Sunlight seized my eyeballs and wouldn’t let go, 
leaving me in bewildered pain. Why weren’t we home yet? Jane stared out of her window, silent. 
Mama drove on without acknowledging my waking noises. The digital clock read 8:23AM. I 
wondered if I was dreaming.  
 “Mama? Where we going?” 
 She shot me a hard look, but didn’t answer. After one long sticky blink, her eyes drifted 
back to the road disappearing beneath us. Outside, the world was a green-blue blur of trees and 
sky. Billboards advertising everything from fast burgers to sex shops zipped by. Mama pulled 
into rest stops every three hours or so. As soon as the engine stopped humming, she’d sink down 
into her chair and nod off for an hour or more. Jane and I could have wandered off at any time 
during these snooze sessions. Perhaps Mama even hoped we would. But Jane and I only ever left 
to use the bathroom, after which we hurried back to the car. On the road, the world unfurled into 
a mess of chaos. But not the familiar chaos of life at home — this chaos was alien, 
overwhelming, unknowable. So we didn’t try. We opted instead for wide-eyed wonder from the 
relative safety of a vehicle guarded only by a sleeping woman. 
 I decided we must be traveling to see Aunt Phyllis. After all, she was the relative of ours 
who lived the farthest away. So when we finally pulled into a large crescent-shaped gravel 
driveway in front of a crumbling brick manor, I wasn’t sure which question to ask first. As it 
turned out, there wasn’t even time for one. Mama stopped the car and yanked up the emergency 
brake. She didn’t turn off the car before jumping out and hustling us out of our backseat cocoon. 
She popped the trunk open. Inside were two brand new suitcases about as long as we were tall. 
One for each of us, full of our things.  
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 “Come on,” she said. She slammed the trunk closed and walked off towards the giant 
wooden front doors without a glance in our direction. Jane struggled to tug her suitcase to the 
entrance of the building. I put my arm out in front of her to stop her, then dragged my bag up the 
three stone steps before running back to pull her suitcase up alongside mine. Jane got behind and 
pushed as I pulled. After some grunting and groaning, both our bags stood on either side of the 
doorframe. The contrast between the bright outdoors and the dark within was so stark I had to 
squint to make out Mama’s shape. She hunched over a desk while a cheerful woman gabbled on 
about things I was too worn out to try and understand. I wiped the sweat from my forehead and 
took breaths so deep my head swam.  
 “Hi there!” 
 A gangly blonde teenager emerged from the depths of the house. She wore ratty overalls 
and a big smile. I wasn’t sure what to do with my face, so I just let it lay slack. 
 “Need some help?” she asked, pointing to our bags.  
 I leaned to one side until Mama’s shape was in my sights. She was busy with paperwork 
at the front desk. She must be signing us into a guestbook, like in the movies, I thought. It was 
strange to me that a teenager without a uniform would be the bellhop. Then I remembered there 
were less formal places called inns that families sometimes ran together. Like on the show 
Newhart that Grandma loved so much. As I stood up straight and took in the full towering figure 
of the girl, I decided maybe this wasn’t such a weird place after all. I nodded in answer to her 
question and, incredibly, her smile widened. She whistled and a couple of guys, both teens, one 
white and one black, appeared on either side of her and picked up our bags like they were empty. 
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The girl stood aside and gestured after them. I put out my hand for Jane to take and we stepped 
inside.  
* * *  
 She is here. There. That place she has seen in her dreams so often. Relived the nightmare 
time of. Slept years of night times in. Turned from girl to woman there. Here.  
 Jane crunches through the dead grass up to the wooden doors. They are vast, shut, and 
undisturbed by the past of the building whose secrets they keep. Windows are smashed out and 
boarded up from within. Soot is smudged around the edges of every opening like old liner on the 
house’s eyes. The roof beams extend into the sky, unclothed, their tiles long burned away. It 
looks to her as if the house is patting its own head with those wood-beam fingers. There, there. 
Jill had stubbornly blocked her own optimism from escape on the day the two of them first 
arrived. But deep down she had known, as Jane had known, what they were really doing there.   
 Jane knocks on the bricks bordering the door to see if they will crumble. Nope. Sound 
and sturdy as ever. She hops down from the porch and makes her way along the building’s 
facade, running her fingers along the dirty brickwork as she goes. She likes the way the mortar 
scratches her skin rough, but the body of each brick is smooth. Jane breaks away from the wall to 
twirl around the corner, ecstatic in the presence of these ruins. The sight of the backyard stops 
her cold. A dense wall of trees like a forest once separated the front yard from the back in a thick 
line that wrapped around the entire area. Jane had come through those trees reborn. But now they 
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are gone. Holes in the ground mark where their scorched trunks had been dug out of the earth. 
Now, the land is bald.  
 As she nears the chainlink fence, busted open with its mesh curled outward, beckoning, 
the Witch Circle comes into view. That’s what they used to call the pile of branches scattered in a 
round at the far corner of the yard. Whoever pulled the tree stumps from the ground had left the 
blackened twigs of the witch circle untouched. But they had pulled the stakes out of the ground. 
Jane treads on the branches. Brittle from the fire, they chunk into sawdust beneath her feet. 
Those stupid children. Jane would have done away with them herself, up close and personal. But 
what happened in the end was so much nicer.  
 Jane stands in the middle of the pyre with her hands behind her back as though they are 
tied. She closes her eyes, imagines the heat of the flames, remembers them, and how frightened 
Jill had been, but not for herself — never for herself. Only for Jane.  
 Jane lets her hands fall to her sides. Her heart hurts with remembering. Poor Jill. They’d 
only ever had each other. But Jill never thought to lean on Jane the way she expected Jane to lean 
on her. Even after everything Jane had done, had shown Jill she could do, all on her own — it 
wasn’t enough. Jane would always be the damsel in her sister’s stubborn eyes. Unless… 
 Jane hops over the branches and strides back to the broken gate. She passes through the 
phantom forest and does not stop to turn around until she reaches the back of the sign still 
surrounded by bushes on the front lawn. The flames didn’t make it this far, so the sign is almost 
like new. Jill hadn’t seen it when they drove in. Even if she’d seen it, she wouldn’t have made of 
it what Jane did, because she didn’t read anything but comic books and whatever Miss Fincher 
assigned. But Jill had understood soon enough.  
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 Jane will not enter the derelict house. Is not even tempted. She was only curious to see if 
the place still stood or, worse, had been rebuilt and its legacy continued. But she can rest easy. 
Goodbye. She sends the thought out onto the wind in the building’s direction. One of the ground 
floor windows had its boards torn out. A figure stands on the other side and watches her. She 
does not flinch or question its presence. Slowly, he raises his chin to make the mouth of his slit 
throat grow wider. Even from a distance, the black stain of old blood is visible on his neck. 
 “Go away, Daddy. I told you I don’t want you.” 
 He cocks his head, then disappears.  
* * * 
 “Right this way!” 
 The blonde girl motions us forward and away from Mama, still chatting at the desk with 
her most serious face on. 
 “Why they still talkin’?” I asked the room at large. No one answered. I tried to make eye 
contact with Mama, but she wouldn’t look my way. I tapped the girl on the shoulder. She turned 
her lamplight gaze on me without an ounce of irritation. “Our Mama ain’t done yet,” I said to 
her. Her eyes scrunched in what looked like sympathy for half a second before reverting to their 
cheerful roundness.  
 “Oh, don’t worry. She wants you to go ahead and get settled in.”  
 I turned back to take Mama in. She was hunched over the desk completely. The woman 
there was talking to her, but she only nodded and made noises of assent without lifting her head. 
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Look at me, I thought. Look at me so this bad feeling will go away. But she never did. Jane was 
already following behind the teenage trio who had our luggage in hand. She didn’t bother to look 
back. I trudged up the stairs after them.  
 The upper level was fitted with an expensive-looking narrow rug that ran the length of 
the hallway. Following the rug with my eyes all the way to the other end reminded me of those 
endless tunnels in dreams that your brain won’t let you get to the end of. My lip twitched 
involuntarily. Our room was quite near the staircase we had just climbed. The boys stood aside to 
let Blondie through. She pulled a chain out of her pocket that had a key dangling from the end. 
After opening the door, she spun around to face us with her arms in the air. 
 “Ta-da! Here we are!”  
 The richness of the hallway was not echoed in the room. The floors were tiled with 
linoleum, and a single light fixture was bolted to the ceiling at the center of the room. There were 
two of everything: two wooden dressers, two twin beds with grey metal frames, and two 
windows at the end of each bed. The boys brought our suitcases in and left. The girl stayed, 
looking from one of us to the other.  
 “I’ll be back in a little while to see how you’re getting along and to walk you downstairs 
for dinner, OK?” She was so friendly, I almost forgot to worry. Jane nodded in answer to the 
girl’s question, but I had one of my own.  
 “Are we s’posed to share a bed?” The girl scrunched her eyebrows into one long, fuzzy 
line.  
 “No. There’s one for each of you. See?” She swept an arm from one side of the room to 
the other for emphasis. 
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 “But where will our mama sleep?” I asked. A bit of light left the girl’s eyes and she 
walked over to me, knelt down, and put a hand on my shoulder. 
 “Your mama’s not sleeping here, sweetheart. It’s just the two of you.” Her words were 
ripe with pity, and it was sincere. Sincere, but practiced, as though she had to tell people this 
more often than she cared to. What she said hadn’t shocked me, not really. But I still felt sick 
inside. I ran over to the window in time to see Mama’s car rolling out of the driveway. My 
nostrils went hollow and stung with the beginnings of tears. There was a sign on the front lawn 
that I hadn’t seen on the way in. Painted in big white letters with curlicues on a faded blue 
background were the words Welcome to Neverland.
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Chapter Twenty-One 
 Washington DC is beautiful. The government buildings all look to have been built with 
the same type of stone — something old, sophisticated, scavenged from the bowels of the earth 
and polished into elegant smoothness. It is a lovely place. The people move swiftly, almost as 
one — like schools of fish. Maybe it’s where we are, but I assume they all must have somewhere 
important to be. Many pairs of eyes have lingered on me, but not long enough for me to justify 
taking them aside and asking them a few questions. I wonder if when they see me they are trying 
to remember something unpleasant, or if they’re just wondering what I am. Whatever can be said 
of my sister, at least she has the decency to wipe people’s minds of what they’ve experienced — 
the ones she leaves alive, I mean, though it’s highly unlikely that decency figures into her 
reasoning at all.  
 I’m on my own right now, winging it. Bruno is doing his own digging, catching up with 
one of his contacts. He’s got everyone from undercover cops to pig farmers in his phone. Useful 
when it comes to conducting one of his many bizarre human experiments. Ridiculous as it is, I’m 
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afraid to confront anyone. I don’t want to put anyone on her scent, or mine, because of my 
questions. Whatever she’s done, whoever she’s become, she’s still everything to me. Anyway, 
I’ve lost my taste for interrogating people now that I’ve become someone who harbors more 
secrets than curiosity.  
 After a day of wandering, I find myself on the outskirts of the city. The buzz radiating 
from tourists and government officials has died away. Now there are only the scattered footsteps 
of nondescript men in nondescript clothing, eyes averted from everything but the ladies leaning 
against the walls here and there, dripping sequins and velvet from their bodies. Some are brave 
enough to stroll right up to these pleasure hawkers and ask what’s what. Others pause, weighing 
the many possibilities, then move on in a hurry. If I end up with any information, it’ll be from 
someone in this part of town. I doubt she sells as part of a group or duo, but at least one of these 
ladies might have seen Jane crawling into the backseat of someone’s car recently. I choose the 
smallest group and walk over. The three of them jockey for position, each choosing the pose that 
best disguises their dreariness. I’m in one of my best suits — fits me like a glove. With relaxed 
wavy hair down to my shoulders, I look like a wannabe banker with his cornrows undone. As I 
near, their eyes take in my face and they loosen into a more casual formation. One with hair the 
color of rotten egg yolk sneers at me as parts of her struggle to escape a pvc cut-out dress.  
 “You tryin’ somethin’ new?” she asks. Her colleagues’ giggles sound like sandpaper 
scraped down a cliffside. I keep walking until I am elbow to elbow with the one who spoke. Her 
grin falters and the others stop their tittering.  
 “It ain’t her,” another one of them, a rail-thin nightmare in fishnet, mutters. My pulse 
quickens. 
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 “Ain’t who?” I say. The nightmare considers me. She looks like a grandmother who just 
got dug back up out of the ground.  
 “That odd one be out here alone just a’walkin’, all hours of the day an’ night,” she 
replies. “One a Edie’s high-falutin’ whores from over there on Turner.” She crooks her neck to 
give a vague nod in the direction of the next street over. “You look like her, though,” she says to 
me without an ounce of awe. “Healthier. But ‘chu look like her.” 
 Turner street is a shambles, empty of people but cluttered with building scraps: sheets of 
plywood, metal rods twisted and clawing out of broken concrete, clouds of insulation rolling like 
tumbleweed down the road. Standing amidst all this like a castle in the desert is a grand old 
house with a large sitting porch. The double doors are flanked by two columns on each side, each 
shedding the crust of white paint. I knock three times on one of the doors; the wood is so dense 
that the sound is almost completely absorbed. I notice a bell about waist-high to my right and 
press it. The sound is that of a game show buzzer. Or maybe an electric chair. When the door 
opens, music pours out in waves and crashes into me. A woman with wild, thin red hair wearing 
a silk kimono that nearly swallows her up greets me with arms open wide. 
 “Welcome!” she shouts with a flourish. Her voice is ragged, smoked out. It takes a 
minute for her to adjust to the sight of me. Finally, her eyes focus and her arms fall. She grins, 
treating me to a mouthful of multicolored teeth. “There you are!” she exclaims and makes to 
sweep me into her arms. I step back from her and her smile dissolves. “What’s-a-ma— ” she 
stops herself mid-query to study me. After a long pause, she leans back whistling. “My word,” 
she says in awe. “There’s two a’ you.” 
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 Apparently I’m in the right place.  
 Edith’s office is more like a parlor. There are two armchairs, lushly upholstered, facing 
each other at an angle with one small side table in between. The rug is Persian, rich reds, greens, 
and gold. There’s even a fireplace the size of a dragon’s mouth, though it’s black with age and 
has clearly sat unused for quite some time. Edith notices me eyeing the fireplace. 
 “Chimney’s filled in. Otherwise I’d use it every night.” 
 I don’t respond with words or allow my expression to change. The silence stretches on. 
I’m sure she expects me to bombard her with questions, but if I’ve learned anything over the 
years it’s that  most folks can’t resist an unbroken silence. Any remark will do. Anything to 
drown out the endless march of their thoughts. Sure enough, Edith starts to fidget even as she 
continues to rake me over with her eyes.  
 “Y’all look just alike,” she says. “I don’t come across many twins, though to hear a man 
tell it, this place oughtta be crawlin’ with ‘em, that being one of the top male fantasies an’ all.” 
She looks me over again, paying special attention to the men's suit I’m wearing. “Or are you 
more familiar with what women like?” she asks, smirking.  
 My jaw itches, but I don’t move. 
 “We get women ‘round here, too. Not too many, but a few regulars come an’ go.” She’s 
starting to enjoy herself now. “Some of ‘em are quite high rankin’. But they don’t want nobody 
to know which way they swing. Public opinion an’ all.” She punctuates this intelligence with a 
coquettish flutter of her eyelashes. The chairs have been placed in such intimate proximity to one 
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another that I’m able to see far more than I’d care to. Edith’s skin sags at her jaws like an old 
dog’s. She’s covered every inch of her face in heavy makeup, which only calls attention to the 
deep creases in her skin. There seem to be several layers of paint on her face, as though she can’t 
be bothered to remove and reapply. I imagine the face she leaves behind on the pillow case each 
time she gets out of bed in the morning.  
 “I’m not here looking for work,” I say through gritted teeth. She frowns a little. 
 “Hmm. That’s too bad. If you pulled in even half of what your sister used to, I’d be able 
to give the girls wall-to-wall carpet in they rooms,” she says, hand on her chin. “And das a lotta 
rooms we talkin’ ’bout. Not that I would, though,” she adds, shaking her head as if the very idea 
is absurd. She lowers her voice to a conspiratorial level. “It’s better if the downstairs is more 
comfortable than where they sleep. Makes their time wit the customers nicer for ‘em. Makes 
their happiness more, uh… authentic, you know?”  
 I raise an eyebrow. Edith misinterprets this as interest.   
 “Oh our customer rooms are nice. Nicer than this,” she raises her arms to indicate the 
room we’re in. “The sheets are silk and the duvet covers are velvet. Feels good on the skin,” she 
says, winking. I ignore her sales pitch. 
 “When did you last see my sister?” 
 “Hmm,” Edith sits back into her chair and stares wistfully into the distance. “Prolly 
’bout… a month ago. Ain’t say goodbye or nuthin’ neither, though that’s not exactly new. 
Sometimes she jus’ goes off on her own without sayin’ so.” Edith shrugs. “Comes home loaded 
down wit cash, though, so I don’t make no fuss about it. Thing is, she never been gone this long 
before.” For a second, a flicker of actual concern is visible through the theatrics. Home. She 
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called this place home. “Your sister don’t owe me nothin’. Most the other girls are in debt. I set 
‘em an amount to earn an’ they work for me until they do. Your sister earned her keep a while 
back, but didn’t leave after.” Edith used more air to sigh than I expected her shriveled lungs 
capable of taking in. “I tries to be like family to my girls. I want them to feel safe here. To wanna 
be here. I don’ threaten nobody. Works out better for everybody that way.” Her expression goes 
cold sober. “Now if they try to run off an’ haven’t paid… well, now thas a different story.” 
 I sat up a little straighter.. 
 “But your sister’s a good ‘un,” she says, her mood brightening once more. “She done 
more than right by me, no question. Wish I could tell you where she went. I’d tell you to ask her 
roommate Sharmane, but she don’t see nobody nomore. Don’t know how she ’posed to earn if 
she stay locked up in that room,” Edith said with concern. Whether it was for the girl or for 
herself, I couldn’t say. 
 “Why won’t she talk to anyone?” 
 Edith pursed her lips. “She done fell in love wit one of her regulars, but he ain’t been 
back in a while. An’ when he does come back, she afraid he won’t want her no more on account 
a’” she breaks off into a chuckle. “I’m sorry — I shouldn’t laugh. The girl already had some 
teeth missin’ but now both her front ones is gone an’ she look like someone’s granny done went 
back in time to they teenage years but ain’t got they teeth back.” My nose wrinkles without 
warning as Edith succumbs to a fit of giggles.  
* * * 
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 Jane set each knick-knack from her open suitcase out at a careful angle atop her bureau. 
Underneath those were all of her favorite dresses, underwear, and nightgowns, each of which she 
would lay out in their own drawers. At the bottom of the case was the moon quilt Grandma had 
made just for her.  
 My favorite action figures, t-shirts, and pjs were in my suitcase; my sun quilt lined the 
bottom. Despite my distress, I still found room in my mind for surprise over Mama knowing us 
well enough to include what we liked best in our bags. Then again, maybe she figured it was the 
least she could do. I looked out the window at the sky going purple and agreed: it was the least 
she could do. I shut my suitcase and slammed my fists down on its plastic top. Why’d she do it?  
 “She’s sad,” Jane replied. I couldn’t remember whether or not I’d spoken my question 
aloud. I shook my head hard like there was water in my ears. “She doesn’t want us around cuz 
we remind her of him.” 
 “But… she can’t just leave us with a bunch a’ strangers! She has to come back. Or 
Grandma — ” 
 “Grandma doesn’t know we’re here,” Jane said. “She’ll never know. Mama probly lied to 
her, said we’re visiting Aunt Phyllis or something.” 
 “But won’t she figure out somethin’s wrong when we don’t come back?” 
 “Maybe,” Jane conceded as she pressed her folded skirts flat into the drawer. “Or maybe 
something will happen to stop her asking questions.” 
 What a strange thing to say. “What do you mean?” I asked. 
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 Jane thought for a moment, shrugged, then resumed unpacking. Before I could inquire 
further, the blonde girl was back. She knocked with one hand as she eased the door open with the 
other.  
 “You girls doing alright?” she asked.  
 Jane looked at her, nodded once, then went back to unpacking. I didn’t know how to 
respond, so I said nothing. My suitcase was still full and sat open on my bed. The girl smiled at 
me. The brightness of her expression made me feel even worse. I sat on the edge of my bed and 
cried.  
 “Oh no, no, no — please don’t cry, sweetheart,” she said running over to kneel in front of 
me. She lifted my chin with her hand until we were staring into each other’s eyes. “Listen, I 
know how you feel.” I sneered and snatched my chin out of her hand. She knit her brows and her 
oceanic eyes became sad. “No, really. I… was left here, too.”  
 I glared in shock. “Your parents left you here?” She shook her head. 
 “No, my aunt and uncle. It’s what my parents wanted but I don’t think they could stand to 
do it themselves.” Her voice was so quiet. If she’d still been standing at our door, there’s no way 
I would’ve heard her. “My brother died in an accident. At first my family thought they could 
move on and have another child. Turns out they couldn’t handle me being there and him not 
being there. So… now I’m here.” More tears rolled down my cheeks, but this time they weren’t 
for me.  
 “How long you been here?”  
 Her eyes drifted to their right-most corners as she tried to remember. “It’s been about… 
sixteen years now,” she said, satisfied that her memory hadn’t failed her. 
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 “Sixteen?” I asked. “You been here since you were a baby?” 
 She made a face, unsure of what I meant. When it dawned on her, she whooped and 
scrunched her eyes shut. I didn’t understand what was happening.  
 “I’m twenty-four,” she said trying to catch her breath. “Do I really look that young?” 
 I nodded with my mouth wide open. I couldn’t believe this girl was a grown-up. She laid 
a hand on my head.  
 “You really are sweet,” she said, laughing still. “I don’t think I ever asked your name.” 
 “It’s Jill,” I said. “That’s Jane,” I said pointing at my sister’s back. I knew she wasn’t in 
the mood to answer any stranger’s questions, even one as benign as that.  
 “Well I’m Tabitha. Tabby,” she said and stood up. She extended her hand for me to shake. 
“Nice to meet you.”  
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Chapter Twenty-Two 
 We sat wordlessly, side by side in the cafeteria. School trays made of plastic held white 
styrofoam plates with piles of food slopped in a circle — kidney beans with their red juices 
making a moat around a mountain of white rice, soaking into the grains; a small, burnt pork 
chop, mostly bone; green beans with their twisty ends kept on. I was hungry, but could not lift 
my fork. I glanced at Jane to see how she was getting on — she stared straight ahead, her food 
untouched. The room was huge. We, its inhabitants, were all clustered at its center, sat in folding 
chairs around card tables. The floors were a swirl of orange, white, and black marble. It might 
have been a ballroom fifty or more years earlier. The walls were covered in blood red parchment-
thick wallpaper that didn’t match the floor and dripped brown stains. Behind those blotches, gold 
filigree peeked through. A chandelier, the first I’d ever seen, hung like a swollen udder high 
above our heads. I held my sister’s hand under the table. She continued staring at nothing.  
 A boy swept by and knocked into my chair. He looked back at me but did not apologize. 
He was scrawny and short, but most boys my age were, so I figured he must be about nine or ten. 
He headed to another table across the room, the one closest to the walls and farthest from any 
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other people. He set his tray down and pulled out the chair at his table that faced me. He 
contemplated his food, orange fringe an inch from sweeping his potato salad. He picked up his 
fork and did something I’ve never seen a person do in real life: he raked his bangs out of his eyes 
with the fork like it was a comb. Then he put the utensil down and began to pick up chunk after 
chunk of potato salad, wet with mayonnaise, with his fingers, popping them into his mouth as if 
they were their potato chip cousins. He chewed with his mouth open. His jaw moved unevenly 
from side to side and flecks of starch-infused spit flew this way and that like sparks from a bald 
tire rim. I was glad he’d sat so far away, though not far enough away not to make me sick over 
the way he ate. He didn’t seem to care that I was watching him, didn’t even seem to notice. That 
is, until he dropped the last scoop of mush into his mouth. He arched his neck back like a swan 
as he swallowed, then dropped his head until his gaze was level with mine. His eyes looked like 
burning black pebbles. He licked his lips. I shook my head, disgusted. He stuck out his tongue 
and touched it to the tip of his nose before letting it slither back inside his mouth. Then his eyes 
rested on Jane who did nothing because she was still in her own world. The boy leered in a way I 
recognized… and I knew I hated him. 
 Tabby collected us as dinner time came to an end. I glanced at the boy on the way out; he 
watched us all the way to the door.  
 The staircase was at least five people wide so Tabby, Jane, and I climbed them side by 
side. There was a landing part of the way up; from there, the stairs split and snaked off in two 
directions. Our wing was up the rightmost flight and the boys’ was up the lefthand set of stairs. 
At first, we ascended without speaking, but soon Tabby got the itch to fill the silence.   
!272
 “So how was it? Get anything good?” Tabby asked. She wore her perkiness comfortably 
— it wasn’t an act — and I was starting to like it.  
 “We… didn’t eat much,” I said. Tabby’s eyes went sad again and I instantly felt awful for 
making it happen. 
 “Oh, right,” she said. “I’m so sorry. I’m acting like you weren’t just dropped off here 
today.” 
 “It’s OK,” I said. If my sister wouldn’t talk, I could at least reassure someone that 
everything would be alright, even if I didn’t necessarily believe it myself. She stopped on the 
first landing. Jane surveyed her with interest.  
 “No, it’s not OK,” Tabby said. “Of course you don’t feel like eating.” Her voice was so 
soft. My fists clenched as I pictured her aunt and uncle leaving her here, not once deigning even 
to look her in the eye or mumble a guilty so long. Had they felt anything when they’d done it? 
Had Mama? “I couldn’t get a single bite of food down when I got here,” she continued. “All I did 
the first night was cry.” Her mouth trembled like she might cry again talking about it. My nose 
began to sting in sympathy. Then she closed her eyes, leaned her head back, and took a big, full 
breath, which she exhaled in a gust. She turned to us and the look on her face made me afraid, 
like she might do or say anything in that moment. What she did say was, “If either of you ever 
wanna talk, come find me, OK?” I nodded. When I peeked at Jane, I was surprised to see her 
nodding, too. “Promise me,” Tabby said. We did. She nodded once, then let her bright smile 
return. “C’mon. Almost lights out,” she said. 
 Looking back, I couldn't say with any measure of certainty that our first night there was 
the hardest. For me, they all kind of blended together in their level of difficulty, at least during 
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those first few years. We spent our tenth birthday in that place, surrounded by people who knew 
nothing about us. Meanwhile, the women who knew us best — who knew that I liked vanilla 
cake with chocolate frosting and that Jane loved strawberry cake with blue colored frosting, no 
matter the flavor — were nowhere around. I spent each night of my first few years in Neverland 
tying my brain in knots trying to understand everything that had brought us there. It pained me, 
but that pain was easier to bear than the despair that squeezed my heart in its ugly fist whenever I 
saw our grandmother’s face in my head. Or Eli’s.  
 That first night, I found my favorite pjs wadded up in my ravaged suitcase. I couldn’t 
bring myself to put any of my things in the bureau beside my bed. That would’ve made our 
situation permanent in my mind. I thought it best to be ready for when Mama changed her mind 
and came back, or for when Grandma showed up, a storm of righteous fury and love, to take us 
home. Jane’s navy blue nightgown, covered from collar to hem with stars, rustled at her ankles as 
she padded to her bed. She sat down at its edge and we were mirror images of one another but 
for the night clothes in my hands.  
 “Are you OK?” I asked. She brought her head up slow until we were looking into each 
others eyes. She was quiet for five loud ticks of the grandfather clock that occupied the hallway.  
 “I don’t know,” she replied in the end. “But I know you’re not.” 
 I began to protest, but tears sprang to my eyes and the only sounds that came from me 
were sobs. I’d thought I would be able to keep it together, I wanted to — for her. But the more I 
thought about it the angrier I got. Mama left us here. In the middle of nowhere. With no 
explanation. No apology. She left us.   
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 My whole body ached with crying. I squeezed my abdominal muscles tight together, 
taking only the smallest, sharpest breaths. I shuddered as though my grave were being trampled. 
The tears would not stop, no matter how stubborn I was in refusing them. My face had been 
reduced to a wrinkled ball of hot sadness. I didn’t hear Jane pad across the floor, but I felt it 
when she sat down next to me. She leaned against me and we sat, heads together, for quite some 
time. Eventually, she took my pajamas from my hands and set them behind me. My sobs had 
turned into stale groans now that I’d wrung myself dry of all moisture. Jane pushed her face into 
my neck and kissed me there. Her kisses made a trail, up over the crest of my chin, along the 
ridge of my ear, and ended at the center of my forehead. She lifted my chin, forced me to look at 
her. I attacked her mouth with mine. We stuck ourselves together, only parting briefly in those 
moments when Jane pulled my shirt up over my head and my pants over my ankles. Her 
nightgown, a single piece of clothing, was easy to remove. We did not explore each other that 
night, only clung, naked, limbs looping and caressing in a comfortable knot under my quilt. 
Every part of me was warm except for my cheeks, which were wet and cold from crying.  
 I awoke in the middle of the night to the sound of our doorknob attempting to turn. I 
slipped out of bed and moved toward the rectangle of light beneath the door. They kept the hall 
lights on, but dimmed, at night in case emergency required one of the staff to get to a kid’s room 
fast. I imagined briefly what this scene might look like to someone watching me, naked as a 
shadow, creeping across the linoleum on tiptoe. The floor creaked under me at a spot near the 
door. The would-be intruder paused at their work. I held my breath. After a lengthy silence 
during which I pictured them looking and leaning in all directions to catch the source of the 
noise, they got back to work. There were clicking sounds coming from the knob. They were 
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trying to pick the lock. The knob jerked wildly as I inched closer. They were getting frustrated. I 
was scared, but curious, too. I reached for the doorknob with a shaking hand. The person on the 
other side slammed their fists once against the door after it was clear they wouldn’t get in. I 
gasped and my arms jumped to my midsection. I pinched my eyes closed and hugged myself as 
they got to their feet. However, instead of the sound of them leaving, I heard one more noise 
against the wood of the door, as if they’d flicked it with their finger in a final act of defiance. 
Then fading footsteps.   
 The next morning, Tabby woke us up and escorted us back to the ballroom for breakfast. 
I kept my eye out for that kid, but thankfully he didn’t make an appearance. After dropping us at 
the entrance to the makeshift cafeteria, Tabby turned to go. Jane went ahead in, but I grabbed the 
bottom of Tabby’s t-shirt.  
 “Huh? What’s wrong?” 
 I looked over my shoulder to make sure he wasn’t in sight. With the coast clear, I asked, 
“Who’s that gross red-headed kid?” Tabby scrunched her face as she plundered her own 
memories for a connection. Then her eyes opened wide as she struck upon an answer.  
 “Do you mean Max? Your height? Skinny, with freckles?” 
 I nodded. Tabby put her hands on her hips and frowned like I’d disappointed her. 
 “Have you even talked to him?” 
 I didn’t get it. I shook my head. 
 “Why’d you call him gross?” 
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 I had about a million reasons, many of which I couldn’t articulate. Tabby seemed 
protective of that boy, though I couldn’t imagine why she would be; she was nice and he was… 
rotten. Poisonous. I felt it in the way my stomach tensed when he smiled. I didn’t want to lose 
my only other ally in this place, though, so I chose the most innocuous reason when I answered 
Tabby. “He eats with his fingers ‘stead a usin’ a fork.” 
 Tabby relaxed her knitted brow and opened her mouth as if to say Ah, I understand, then 
she laughed. “Yeah, we’ve been trying to break him of it, but he won’t budge. Little stinker.” She 
crouched until she was eye-level with me and sunk her voice into a conspiratorial whisper: 
 “Max gets picked on a lot by the other boys. I’m not sure why — he’s a sweetheart,” she 
said. “He spends a lot of time alone because of how other people treat him. I think he just needs a 
friend. He may not be the neatest eater,” she chuckled. “But give him a chance, OK?” 
 I nodded my assent. I was glad Tabby wasn’t mad at me. She was a good person, looking 
out for the weak and downtrodden; it made me like her even more. I still wasn’t sure how to feel 
about that kid, though. 
 “Ah, speak of the devil!” Tabby stood to her full height and beamed at Max as he walked 
to the cafeteria door. He lowered his eyes as he drew closer. 
 “Hi, Tabby,” he mumbled, red-faced. In that moment I remembered Tommy, and smiled.  
 “Morning, buddy! Have you met Jill? She and her sister are new here. Maybe you could 
be friends, huh?” She was dead-set on playing matchmaker. He turned to face me. Not wanting 
to disappoint, I wiggled my fingers in an awkward wave. He watched my fingers move through 
his overlong curtain of hair, but didn’t respond. Wanting to break the ice, I stuck out my hand to 
shake his. He stared at my hand, then looked into my eyes. He licked his lips with rude, 
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deliberate slowness, then swept his tongue over each row of crooked teeth before delivering the 
most vile grin I’d ever seen. I pulled my hand away from him before he could take it. He kissed 
the air between us and headed on to breakfast. I didn't realize I had clutched the hand he almost 
touched to my stomach and kept it there, balled into a fist.  
 “Jill?” 
 I watched his back until he disappeared into the crowd. 
 “Jill? What’s wrong?” 
 I’d forgotten Tabby was there. 
 “I’m gonna go find Jane,” I said. She nodded, but looked concerned. I imagined Jane 
alone in that room with that boy — Max — and my stomach lurched. I couldn’t allow it. I 
wouldn’t. “See ya,” I said to Tabby without looking at her.  
 Breakfast passed without incident, though again, Jane did not eat. I managed some bites 
of sausage and scrambled egg that slipped from the tines of my fork like it was still raw. As soon 
as I came in, I’d made note of where Max was eating his breakfast and sat with my back to him. 
All the same, I could feel his eyes on us. Other kids glanced in our direction, too. A pair of new 
girls with identical faces. I hadn’t noticed the attention the previous night at dinner. Probably 
because all my energy had been focused on devising plausible reasons Mama might’ve left us 
here and assuring myself she’d be back. But after talking with Tabby and feeling reality’s weight 
press down on me during the long hours of the night, I was seeing things a bit clearer. I locked 
eyes with a few kids — a few who looked about my age, some older — none of whom seemed 
particularly threatening. It was curiosity, not hostility, that rolled off them in waves. A couple of 
girls came and sat at our table. One was taller than Tabby and wore a raggedy, thin sweater over 
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ripped jeans; the other was about our age and had pigtails and a pink tutu. I don’t remember their 
names. The tall one arrived a year before we did; the little one had been there all her life.  
 “You got here yesterday?” the tall one asked.  
 “Yeah,” I responded after noting that Jane was completely uninterested in talking with 
these girls.  
 “Who brought you?” The little one had a lisp.  
 “Our mama.” 
 “Oh wow,” the tall one said. “I haven’t met too many kids whose own parents brought 
‘em here.” 
 “Yeah,” the little one joined in. “They uzhally get someone else to do it.” She ran her 
entire forearm under her nose to wipe it.  
 “Well…” I shrugged. I didn’t know what else to say. 
 “Our mama left us here because she wanted to make sure we were gone-gone.”  
 The two girls swiveled their heads about to look at my sister, who had spoken out of 
nowhere.  
 “Why’d she hafta do that?” the little one asked.  
 “Because our daddy is gone and she thinks we did something to make him go.” I wasn’t 
sure how far she planned to take this conversation. I whispered her name, but the look she shot 
me shut me up. 
 The tall one leaned in Jane’s direction, hungry for more. “Did you?” she asked. 
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 Jane stared at the tall girl for a long time without speaking. Eventually the girl leaned 
away from Jane. The silence at our table was three steps away from unbearable. “What does it 
matter?” Jane replied, finally. The two girls looked at each other, then back at us.  
 “Girls!” It was Tabby waving frantically from the doorway. “C’mon, you two! I gotta 
give you the tour!” 
 Jane rose from her seat and pushed her chair into the table neatly. Before making her way 
towards Tabby, she eyed the tall girl and said, “I think Mitzy’s a good name for a cat.” What little 
color there was in the tall girl’s pasty face drained away. 
 “How did you— ” 
 Jane smirked, then turned on her heel and left. I followed after her before our table-mates 
could ask anymore questions. 
 “First, we gotta take you to see Ms. Dean. She’s the lady in charge,” Tabby says leading 
us down a hallway to the left of the “Check-in” desk. “She likes to meet everybody who comes 
through.” There was wood paneling from floor to ceiling. I thought to myself how easily the 
place could burn. The trail of fancy carpet we followed ended at a dark set of double doors. 
Tabby wrapped one with her knuckles. A booming voice bade us enter.  
 A two-headed skeleton the size of a small child, smaller than us, exposed two sets of 
vertebrae arching away from one body like the staircase we’d descended that morning, stood tall 
atop a large, white desk.  
 “Is that real?” I asked the room at large.  
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 “Sure is!” said a voice from behind the desk. I tried to find who had spoken, but there 
were piles of paper and knick knacks stacked high all over the desk’s surface. I heard a chair 
creak and finally saw the top of a head emerge. She was shorter than Tabby, this woman, but 
bold. A big accordion smile spread across her face; I wasn’t sure it would stop. She held a 
chubby hand out to Jane who took it and smiled politely back, then to me. “I’m Ms. Dean. So 
you’re our new girls, huh?”  
 My eyes returned to the skeleton as soon as our handshake ended. I nodded without 
thinking. Tabby spoke for us. 
 “Yep! This is Jill and Jane,” she said. She stood behind us and likely pointed to each of us 
as she said our names. I guessed that Ms. Dean must be following the motion of Tabby’s fingers 
because her head bobbed along the way a dog’s does when someone moves a treat in front of it.  
 “Wonderful!” Ms. Dean said to no one, for Jane and I had already wandered off in 
different directions, fascinated by the oddities that filled shelf upon shelf. There were wooden 
hands with symbols on them, long dead animals stuffed and posed — some of which had extra 
limbs, and jars full of murky green liquid that held both parts and whole creatures.  
 “What’s this?” I asked, pointing to a balled up thing in a jar. 
 “Ah, that’s a fetal kitten. Pulled out of it’s mother’s belly before it was born,” Ms. Dean 
said with pride. Her every word and gesture reminded me of a circus ringmaster. Hurry, hurry, 
hurry… “This stuff’s been in my family for generations!” she said. She held up her arms and 
twirled once to encompass the contents of the room. “Everything, including the house. My 
family were farmers and collectors. All this land was theirs.” 
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 “The house is so big,” Jane said. This was the most engaged she’d been since we’d first 
arrived. This room full of strange things had swept her rigidity away. “Why’s it called 
Neverland?”  
 Ms. Dean grinned. “Well look around you, girl! These are the kinds of things most people 
would lose track of over the years. When I was little, my Meemaw used to say that all the 
world’s odds and ends ended up here, in this house, and it was our job to keep ’em safe.” Her 
ruddy cheeks glowed. “Now it’s my turn to look after everything.” 
 Jane smiled at Ms. Dean and a ripple of understanding seemed to pass between them. A 
surge of jealousy hit me, but there was so much to see in the room that I forgot the feeling almost 
as soon as I felt it.  
 “Well! Let me let you in on our house rules,” Ms. Dean said, clapping her hands together 
once. “Breakfast time is 7 to 9am. We don’t really do schooling here, but we have books in 
different subjects that are up to standard for any and all qualifying exams you might take once 
you’re ready to move from one grade to the next.” She tapped her chin. “What else? Oh! We 
have a gardening project going on out back. It’s where we grow the veggies we eat here. We used 
to keep some cows and chickens, but animal care proved to be a bit much for the kids so we stick 
with veggies here and just go to the store for anything else. Tabby can show you what’s what out 
back,” she said, nodding at Tabby. “There’s a library full of books, a bunch of balls and bats and 
things if you’re into sports. We have lunch at 12pm and supper at 6pm. Lights out is at 9pm.” 
Ms. Dean chewed her tongue as she searched her memory for more. “Yep, that’s about it! Don’t 
make too much noise, no running inside, and don’t do nothing to nobody you wouldn’t want 
done to you. Oh,” she said. “And no going to the boy’s wing. It’s the same for them, though 
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we’ve had a bit of trouble there.” Her face grew cloudy. “If anybody makes you feel unsafe or 
does anything you don’t like, just let one of us know, OK?” 
 Jane and I nodded.  
 “Great.” Ms. Dean beamed at us again. “Welcome home, girls.” 
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Chapter Twenty-Three 
 “Please, can you open the door?”  
 “I thole you, I on wanna thalk ta nobody.”  
 I sigh. The girl is stubborn. “I'm looking for your roommate. I need to know where she 
went.”  
 There’s a barely audible growl from the other side of the door. “Don’ thalk thu me ’bout 
that bish,” she says. “She…” the girl starts to cry.  
 “She took your tooth, didn’t she?” I ask quietly.  
 The crying stops and I hear a wet noise like the girl is gasping down mucus. The door  
flies open and a creature the size of a pigmy stares wildly at me from the other side. It only takes 
a second for her to recognize me — or believe she has. She jumps on me and I stumble back 
against the door opposite hers. She tears at my skin, scratches, bites. It's like I walked into an 
angry swarm of bees. The girl manages to crawl around my body and takes every opportunity she 
can to do some damage. It takes a minute for me to get my bearings. When I do, I grab at where 
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she's headed, catch hold of her, and fling her away from me. Her back hits the frame of her 
bedroom door. She slides down, all the while staring at me with saucer eyes.  
 “Tha fuck you doin’ back here?” she whispers.  
 I hold my neck, which she bit at some point. “I'm not who you think I am,” I say, huffing 
and puffing. She sneers.  
 “I know you,” she says.  
 I’ve had enough of this. I stroll over to where she sits and crouch in front of her. My  
locket falls out of my open shirt collar. I lean as close to her as I can bear to. “Look at me,” I say.  
 Silent seconds pass as she stares at the necklace, then at me. Eventually her eyes shrink 
down from their animal wideness. She screws her face up suddenly and a flood of tears rides the 
wrinkles in her cheeks. I don’t stand although my knees are getting sore. She snorts up phlegm.  
 “Yeah,” she whispers after a moment or two. “I geth you ain’.” Her crying quiets and she 
stares at me again. “Ah be dead now if you wath.”  
 Why aren’t you already? I wonder. Her eyes darken as if she knows what I’m thinking, 
then they shift to take in my face.  
 “She do that thu you?” she asks, gesturing with a lifeless hand toward the thick scars on 
my face and neck.  
 “Yeah,” I say. Her eyes travel the length of each scar. She’s imagining how I got them, I 
can tell. I want to lift my collar or touch my face to distract her, but I don’t. “Can you tell me 
where she went?”  
 She shakes her head; my heart sinks. “I juth know she gone. An’ I ain’ thad,” she says  
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watching me defiantly. She wants to see if I’ll hurt her for speaking ill of my kin. Her eyes are 
shining. I think she wants me to hurt her. My sadness and anger wrestle one another for  
dominance and in the end, I do want to hurt her. How could anyone be ok with this?  
 “What’re you doin’ here anyway?” I ask her.  
 “Whathu mean?”  
 “I mean,” I gesture at our surroundings. “This place! Why are you here? Why ’ontchu go 
do somethin’ else?”  
 She shrugs. “Ain’ nothin’ else fo’ me da do.” She narrows her eyes and raises an  
eyebrow. “Whathu do?”  
 I open my mouth, then shut it. My lips make a grim line. “Don’ worry ’bout it,” I say  
after a significant pause. She smirks.  
 “Mhmm. Wanna ack all high an mighdy. You prolly doin’ da thame thing.” Her jack-
o’lantern grin widens. “Or worth.” 
 I hold the muscles in my face taut. “Do you know where she is or not?” I ask.  
 She shakes her head, but keeps on smiling.  
* * *  
 “So this is the garden.”  
 Tabby led us out through a sliding door that didn't fit the rest of the decor at all into a  
backyard that was as long and wide as a football field. There were neat rows of dirt, some with 
little green sprouts shooting out of them, but, weeds aside, most were uncolored by plant life.  
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 “We've gotten a bit lazy around here lately,” Tabby told us. “We kinda got into the habit 
of picking up everything from the grocery store, not just the meats,” she stage-whispered. “But 
we're getting back into our gardening, slowly but surely.”  
 There was a manual till abandoned in between mounds of dirt. Back then I didn't know 
what it was. I'd never seen a farm up close before, only heard stories from Grandma about the 
work she used to do on her family's farm. Her and her twelve brothers and sisters. I used to 
imagine farms as magical, yet efficient. Vegetables of mythic proportions growing everywhere; 
ripened apples weighing their branches down until they broke; well-fed animals who would not 
shy away from an extended hand. I could never imagine animal slaughter — the notion alone 
broke my heart. The animals in my fantasy farm lived forever. On the real farm before me, there 
were several hand rakes, hoes, and hand scythes scattered here and there. There were no animals 
and the dirt looked dry as desert sand. Where there wasn't dirt, there were brittle blades of grass 
that shifted from green to brown depending on where you looked. I saw a soccer ball and a 
baseball mitt abandoned near a rusted blue wheelbarrow.  
 “What’s that?”  
 Jane was pointing at the far right corner of the lot. A pile of wood surrounded a tall stake 
that rose from the ground like a spire. The grass around the stake and the tops of each log were 
burned black. The change in Tabby’s face was imperceptible yet undeniable.  
 “Kids call it the Witch Circle.” I couldn't tell from how she said the words whether she 
disapproved of the name or of something else. Tabby stared at the Witch Circle, through it, past 
it, to somewhere else.  
 “What’s it for?” I asked.  
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 Tabby made fists at her sides. “Kids burn things there. For fun,” she paused. “Things they 
think don’t belong.” The three of us stood side by side, me on one side of Tabby and Jane on the 
other. I couldn’t imagine what could be worth burning. A scary bug? Maybe a messed up toy 
they couldn't fix.  
 “Like trash an’ stuff?” I asked. Tabby’s eyes cut into me.  
 “Stuff they think is trash,” she said bitterly. “Anytime we see anybody over there now, we 
shoo them away. Don’t you two bother with that spot either, OK?” she said. I nodded. Her eyes 
drifted back over to the circle of logs. “Once,” she began. She kept staring into the before-time of 
that burned patch of earth. All the bright and bubbly bits of Tabby's personality had gone. Her 
pupils pin-holed; her thin lips were white with the effort of being clamped together. She was like 
a totally different person. “One of my friends got hurt there,” she said in a whisper. Immediately 
after, she sealed her mouth back together and swallowed down the lump in her throat. I couldn’t 
even remember what she'd said before that, it seemed so long ago.  
 “Did they die?”  
 Tabby's head moved like the slow beam from a lighthouse until she and my sister were 
staring at each other. Tabby’s lips had come unstuck and rested in loose scrawled lines above her 
chin. She teared up and covered her face with her hands. Jane watched Tabby sob as one watches 
a bug in a jar. I wanted to comfort Tabby, but I didn't know what to do. Before I could put my 
hand on her back, Tabby coughed and used her arms and the collar of her shirt to wipe her face 
clean.  
 “Let’s go inside, you guys, there's more to see,” she said, her voice cracking. Jane 
followed her inside and I followed Jane. I didn't look behind me once, but Jane snuck  
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an interested peek in the direction of the Witch Circle before it slipped from view.  
 We followed Tabby all over the house. We saw the library Miss Dean had mentioned; a 
game room that had a pool table, shelves of board games, bean bag chairs, and the Space  
Invaders and Pacman arcade games in it (“Miss Dean had a friend whose arcade went outta  
business. He traded her some of her collectibles for a few of these machines.”); the entrance to 
the attic; where all the bathrooms are; the grownups lounge (“If you ever need me for anything 
and I'm not in my room, I'm probably here, OK?”); and the kitchen where we’d help out a few 
times a week cooking and washing up. Many of the doors we passed on our tour of the house 
stayed closed. When I asked Tabby about them she said Miss Dean didn't even use most of the 
rooms in the house anymore, but she wanted to keep them as they had been when her family 
lived here. Jane didn't say a single word during the tour, only turned this way and that seeming to 
memorize the place and everything Tabby told us about it. Until we passed by a door too big for 
its frame in a hallway off the main one. Jane stopped in front of it and I stopped to see why. It 
took Tabby a few beats to realize we weren’t following her anymore. She beckoned to us, but 
Jane didn't see — she had her hands held out flat towards the door as if a fire blazed there and 
she was getting warm.  
 “It’s cold,” she whispered.  
 “What are you two doing?” Tabby asked. She gave up trying to resume the tour and  
walked back over to us.  
 “Where’s this go?” Jane asked. She wouldn't look at Tabby or at me, only the tar black  
wood of the door.  
 “The basement,” Tabby said. Jane turned to Tabby with wide eyes. She looked like a  
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ghoul.  
 “What’s down there?” she asked.  
 Tabby shrugged and took a step back. “Not a lot. More of Miss Dean's collectibles, but 
nothing super exciting. She likes to keep the 'good stuff' on display in her office.” Tabby rolled 
her eyes. “She just keeps photo albums and old junk that belonged to her family down there.”  
 Jane stretched her lips into something that could've been a smile, only it wasn't.  
 Tabby jerked her head back in the direction we were originally headed and started  
walking. I made to follow, but Jane grabbed my wrist to make me slow down.  
 “What’s a’matter witchu?” I asked  
 “There’s other stuff down there,” she whispered so Tabby wouldn't hear. I nearly tripped 
over the risen edge of a floorboard beneath the carpet.  
 “Watch your step!” Tabby yelled over her shoulder. “The floors in this part of the house 
are a bit funky.” Then, “I think Miss Dean tried to save some money on the reno,” she muttered.  
 “What’re you talkin’ ’bout? What's down there?” I whispered back to Jane.  
 She clutched my arm tighter but didn’t answer.  
  
 That night, Jane moved like a wild thing in my bed. She made me cry out and kissed my 
thighs hungrily after she finished with me. When it was her turn to be devoured, she wouldn't let 
me. I looked into her eyes, questioning.  
 “Not tonight,” was all she'd say. She wiped her mouth before kissing me goodnight. Then 
she got up and went to her own bed. She laid with her face to the wall and I was left alone to 
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squeeze my legs together and imagine her mouth there. I spent the hours before I drifted off 
trying to guess the exact moment when she fell asleep. Or if she slept at all.  
 Days passed. Then weeks. We fell into a routine of chores, reading (books for Jane;  
comics for me), and exploration. New kids came and old kids went. Jane and I hardly left each 
others’ side. We got to know some of the kids there and eventually had spots saved at a regular 
table for us at every meal. Max continued to drift along the fringes of activity, never engaging 
with anyone — only watching — unless he was forced to.  
 One afternoon, a bunch of us were out back in the garden. I remembered what Grandma 
had taught me about garden health and was down on my hands and knees yanking weeds out of 
the dirt. Jane was a little ways behind me making cradles for the seeds. She plunged her thumbs 
into the weed-free soil at intervals. After the extreme heat and hair-frizzing humidity of North 
Carolina summers, this place wasn't so bad. A warm breeze caressed our necks like an 
encouraging hand as we worked. The tall and small girls we'd met on our second morning in 
Neverland were weeding and seeding another row. Other kids were watering, clearing, tilling. 
Max wiped his mouth as he sat against the back wall of the house. He didn’t go near a single tool 
that day, probably because whatever he touched would be deemed cootie-infested and nobody 
would use it. So he grabbed handfuls of Cheetos out of a bag and stuffed them into his mouth. 
After chewing and swallowing, he'd lick his whole hand free of the orange powder before 
plunging it back into the bag.  
 Morris, a tall boy a few years older than Jane and I who Tall Girl had a crush on, tramped 
out the backdoor with his usual trio of cronies close behind. Two teenage boys who would leave 
two months later, and Chester, a kid smaller than Max, but two years older. Chester was often the 
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lookout during Morris's shenanigans. Word was they used to make fun of him, too, until he 
proved himself useful.  
 Morris regarded our progress in the garden with pretend seriousness. Tall Girl seized the 
opportunity to make herself known; she crawled around until her behind was facing Morris, then 
leaned down onto her forearms and arched her butt high into the air. Morris whistled. She 
grinned. Jane observed this spectacle impassively; I did my best to hide my contempt. At that 
moment, Max made the mistake of crunching on a particularly loud Cheeto. The boys turned to 
him in unison.  
 Chester snatched the half-empty bag out of Max’s left hand while he was in the middle of 
licking his right one clean. Chester looked inside the bag, then at Max’s saliva-covered paw and 
pretended to gag. Morris laughed. Not only was Chester his trusted watchman, he could also be 
counted on to make trouble with the kids Morris didn't like. Max’s eyes moved up and over them 
all, slow as snail slime. Morris stopped laughing and let his face fall.  
 “What, Maxine, you got something to say?”  
 Max didn’t take his eyes off Morris. He shook his head “no.” The rest of us held our tools 
in midair and our breath in our chests; gardening was infinitely less interesting than whatever 
shit storm was about to hit over by the back door.  
 Morris crouched down in front of his quarry. “C’mon, Maxine,” he said as if to a lover. 
Before Max could blink, Morris's hand was at his scalp yanking the strands back until Max's 
throat was exposed. “Do something.” Morris licked his lips and smiled.  
 I don’t remember standing, or walking over to them. It was like I exhaled and was  
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transported. I stood behind Morris with a spade in my hand. I'd heard his voice — Daddy's — in 
my ear when Morris spoke. Jane was there in front of me, planting seeds, but in a flash I’d seen 
her: pinned beneath him, hair clutched in his grip, him biting her neck. I swung the spade hard. It 
pinged when it hit Morris's skull. His minions were more shocked than he was. Tall Girl gasped. 
I knew Jane was watching. I hoped she was. Morris was out of it for a few seconds, but when he 
got it together enough to turn around, his eyes bulged. I don't know who he expected to see, but 
it certainly wasn’t me.  
 “The fuck?” he said. His eyes darted between my face and the point of my spade. I didn't 
reply. After a minute of stunned silence, his friends all rushed to his aid. They pulled him to his 
feet. He stumbled but tried his best to keep me in his sights. He winced and put a hand to the sore 
spot on his head. When he took his hand away from the wound, I saw red on his fingertips. He 
made his hands into fists instinctually, but released them when he got me into focus. “Gotta 
girlfriend, Maxine?” he asked. He tried to sound nonchalant but kept eyeing the spade.  
 I stepped towards him. He smirked, but I didn't back down. I couldn't show fear because I 
didn't feel any. Morris’s friends didn't know what to do. They kept waiting for a cue from him, 
but he was still too wary to decide. He was taller than me, but I didn't care. I’d already punched 
my full-grown daddy in the stomach; I could handle Morris. He leaned into me after sizing me 
up.  
 “What’s the deal. You got a torch burning for Maxine?”  
 I scowled. “Nah, I jus’ don’ like you,” I said. Morris’s eyebrows rose. “Leave ‘im alone.” 
I tossed the spade to my other hand to show I could work it into his gut either way. He watched it 
move, then watched me. Finally he stood back and smiled.  
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 “Let’s go,” he said to his friends. They filed back inside, but not without tossing curious 
glances my way. I waited until the door was closed behind them before turning to Max.  
 “You OK?” I asked, extending my hand.  
 He looked into my eyes, then at my hand.  
 “C’mon’,” I said.  
 His eyes did not change as he spat into my palm. I jerked my hand back and wiped it on 
my shirt. I almost lunged at him, but the look on his face stopped me. He was angry. He got up 
and went inside.  
 “I can't believe you did that,” Tall Girl said for the fiftieth time that night at dinner. The 
little one nodded her head, her mouth full of mashed potatoes.  
 “I can't believe that fool spit on me,” I replied. I’d looked around when I came in, but he 
wasn’t at dinner.  
 “Boys are like that,” said Tall Girl; the little one nodded knowingly. “They don’t wanna 
be rescued. ’Specially by a girl.”  
 “What difference does it make who does the rescuin’?” I asked. “Morris is a jerk.”  
 “He's not that bad,” Tall Girl mumbled into a forkful of peas. I glared at her until she  
turned red. “Well, not all the time.”  
 I shook my head. Jane hadn't spoken since I made my scene out back, but she didn’t  
seem angry the way she used to get when I would avenge her. Maybe because it was for 
somebody else’s sake this time.  
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 After dinner, the girls and I headed for the staircase to our rooms but Jane peeled off just 
before she reached the bottom. For one agonizing second, I considered letting her go, not just 
this time but forever. I wouldn’t stay stuck to her hip anymore. Whatever she did would be up to 
her.  
 Like a magnet, my feet were pulled to the path she took. Of course. I shook my head. I 
could never let her go.  
 “Where you guys going?” the little one called after us. I looked up at her and shrugged, 
then trotted away to catch up with Jane. Soon I heard the Tall and Small girls’ footsteps catching 
up to mine. Jane's had veered off down the hallway where the loose floorboards were. No lights 
were on, probably because hardly anybody went there. The moon fought to get its glow past the 
trees surrounding Neverland, but the forest was dense. The window at the end of the hall only let 
in enough light to mark my sister's outline in the dark. I didn’t need to see her to know where she 
was.  
 “What's going on?” Tall Girl asked. “We're not supposed to be down here!”  
 “Then go back.” Jane’s voice rang clear and sharp out of the blackness. Chastened, the 
girls lingered for a moment or two, then shuffled away. I found Jane by the basement door. She 
was posed in front of it with her head down. I reached for her hand and found it pressed against 
the door.  
 “What are you doing?” I whispered.  
 “Can't you feel that?” she replied. She placed my hand flat against the door, then put hers 
beside it.  
 “It's cold,” I said.  
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 “No, not that. The other thing.”  
 I squeezed my eyes shut to concentrate. At first, all I could feel was the cold. Then  
something thumped on the other side of the door. Not against the door — against the air behind 
the door.  
Energy, no, energies, were strumming the air like harp strings. They fluttered in every direction. 
My breath caught.  
 “What is that?” I whispered.  
 “I don't know,” Jane whispered back. “But I think it's alive.”  
 Under my t-shirt, my locket warmed my chest.  
* * *  
 They’re lovely little things, and clearly related. Their skin is the same shade of chocolate 
and their brown eyes shine at exactly the same points.  
 “Shawna, come on! Ma said hurry up!” The boy calls to his twin sister who is consumed 
with a peculiar stone she found on the sidewalk. She closes her fist around it and runs to catch up 
with her brother.  
 “Look what I found, Percy!” she says and thrusts the stone beneath her brother's nose. He 
pulls back and studies it. “Someone prolly picked it up on the beach. Guess it fell outta their 
pocket.” Shawna turns the smooth rock in the air so as to examine it from all angles.  
 “Looks like it’s from a volcano or something,” she says.  
 Their harried mother wears a thick shawl and a permanent grimace.  
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 “Ain’ no volcanos ’round here,” their mother says. “Now come on.”  
 Shawna wilts a little and pockets the stone.  
 Percy glances at his mother's back, then nudges his sister with his elbow. “It is pretty  
cool,” he whispers with a smile. “Can I see it again?”  
 Shawna beams at him and drops her find into her brother's hand. They titter like birds all 
the way down the street. Finally, they turn into a neighborhood full of similar three-story homes, 
each with a large front porch and a gabled roof trimmed in white. The houses themselves are 
painted in pastel colors that melt into the atmosphere like an extension of the sunset. The trio of 
mother and children turns onto the walkway of a home the light green of Easter eggs. The porch 
wraps around the house from one side to the other like a big grin. Four rocking chairs dip gently 
forward and back in the ocean breeze. The kids run into the house and the mother follows 
behind, but stops at the threshold. She looks behind her, confused and afraid, as if she’d just seen 
something, or someone. There, behind her neighbor’s palm tree. She peers at the slim trunk of 
the tree, willing it to move aside. She was sure she saw…  
 “You out there, baby?” her husband calls to her from their living room.  
 “Yeah, I… I’m coming,” she says. She crosses the threshold, turns around. The tree  
remains, happily unmoving. She closes the door.  
 Jane peeks around the tree’s rough trunk with smiling eyes.  
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Chapter Twenty-Four 
 In addition to the gardening and helping out in the kitchen, each of us had special jobs 
that were tailored to our particular interests. Nothing mind-blowing, just jobs we wanted to do as 
opposed to chores. Ms. Dean and Jane had taken a liking to each other right away and since I 
was Jane’s sister, she offered both of us jobs as her personal assistants. Mainly, that meant 
keeping her office tidy, listening to her tell stories about her family, and moving her collectibles 
to and fro. At this point in time, Jane’s personality hadn’t completely settled into stoicism; she 
still allowed herself, every once in a while, excitement when something peaked her interest. So 
she beamed when Ms. Dean asked us to be her little helpers… because it meant going down into 
the basement.  
 Opening the door released a cloud of dank air into the hallway that immediately filled my 
lungs. I barked a cough into the crease of my elbow the way Grandma taught us to do “so we 
didn’t get germs on our hands and then go touchin’ people with ‘em.” Ms. Dean chuckled and 
slapped me on the back.  
 “Y’all right, there, girl?”  
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 I looked up at her with watering eyes and tried to smile.  
 Ms. Dean sucked in as much air as her massive chest would hold through her nose and 
exhaled a gust from her mouth. “That’s the smell of history, ladies,” she said looking with pride 
at us both. “All that’s left of my family that’s not in my office is down under this house,” Ms. 
Dean said, thumbing at the gaping black rectangle behind her. She leaned her face close to ours. 
“Some incredible stuff down there,” she said as if imparting a secret. I glanced at Jane; her eyes 
were shining. Ms. Dean wiggled her eyebrows, then whipped around to face the open doorway.   
 Our leader’s broad back grew fainter as she descended the stairs ahead of us. I followed 
directly behind carrying a jar that held a congregation of eyeballs, all surveying me at different 
angles while afloat in their green bath; Jane brought up the rear, arms wrapped around a stuffed 
runt calf with extra legs. The bricks along the walls were nearly pitch-dark. Scraps of old 
wallpaper clung to the walls and wafted in the draft blowing up from below. I took each stair 
carefully, afraid the creaking beneath my feet would escalate to a harsh snap as I fell through 
broken wood to my death.  
 It was difficult to make out anything down there, even after Ms. Dean switched on the 
single lightbulb that hung from the ceiling. Shelves twice my size stood shoulder to shoulder, 
surrounding us. They were spilling with objects covered in dust. Jane immediately set to 
perusing their contents, the dead animal still in her arms. I didn’t want to see what those shelves 
held — I just wanted a blanket. The temperature, and that place, made me prickle all over.  
 “Why’s it so cold down here, Ms. D?” I asked. 
 “Oh, I got me a nice little system here.” She pointed to a roaring a/c unit plugged into the 
wall. It shook with the effort of being turned on full blast. “I got it installed down here special. 
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People don’t tend to bother fitting out their basements with too many extras, but I needed it to 
keep this,” she held her arms up and twirled as she loved to do when in the presence of her 
collectibles. “Safe.” 
 “Safe?” I didn’t understand. 
 “Preserved,” she clarified. I nodded. “I keep things cool down here, and make sure 
everything gets a little light, too,” she said.  
 I felt even more uneasy when I spotted the narrow rectangular windows set right along 
the line where the ceiling met the walls. The glass was that weird kind that always came in 
square blocks, like our grandma had in her bathroom — you couldn’t see anything through it but 
colors and vague shapes. And that smell… it had only gotten worse the further below ground 
we’d gone. It wasn’t just the smell of old damp, but of soggy mulch, lollipops, burnt fabric, 
metal, and a host of other scents that had no business intermingling. My eyes watered. 
Disgusting. I figured Ms. Dean must be used to it, though; she didn’t even mention the odor. 
 “What was this one?” Jane asked. She was attempting to peer into a jar whose liquid had 
blended with a purplish cloud.  
 “That was…” Ms. Dean went over to Jane and leaned toward the jar in an identical pose. 
“A monkey’s paw. I think. Critter tried to strangle my great great grandfather at a circus. You 
ever heard of cutting off a thief’s hand?” I shook my head no; Jane nodded yes. “Well this 
particular circus did the same when that monkey tried to take my granddad’s life. He’d gotten too 
close trying to feed the thing, or so the story goes.” She chuckled and shook her head, musing on 
a past in which she wasn’t even a thought. “They didn’t know how to preserve things properly 
back then. Most of the stuff in jars from that time is completely gone. Rotten.” Ms. Dean’s eyes 
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went blank as she dove into the mental history of her family that she held so dear. “But!” she 
returned to us almost as soon as she disappeared. “I’ve still got photos and other curiosities from 
granddad’s time.” 
 She walked over to a teetering stack of books and took the one on top. As she walked it 
over to where we stood, she blew on it and a massive cloud of dust made the air around us even 
less breathable. Ms. Dean opened the book up to a random page in the middle. Inside was an old 
photograph of a man with the skin over his jaw hanging off of his face. The meat under his 
flapping skin looked mealy and dimpled in the black & white photo. I shut my eyes. 
 “Wow,” Jane whispered.  
 I opened my eyes in time to see Ms. Dean grin and turn the page to a woman with no 
nose. The thin divider of her nasal bone was barely visible in the midst of the black cavities on 
either side.  
 “Why… do you have those?” I asked. Ms. Dean smiled like I’d just guessed the secret 
word. 
 “They were carnie freaks. My granddad saw an opportunity. Not great granddad, my 
dad’s dad,” she said. “We took the photos and sold people around here a peek.” We she’d said. As 
though she’d been central to the scheme herself. “They’d never seen anything like this in their 
lives.” It was the way she said it that made me like her a little bit less. It struck me that Ms. Dean 
was Tabby’s opposite, though I couldn’t work out how exactly. It just felt mean to me to take 
pictures of folks who have something wrong with them and then charge rubes who’d never seen 
the like before for the chance to gasp in revulsion. It was something Tabby wouldn't do — she 
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actually cared about people, not just what she could get from them. I let my new disapproval of 
Ms. Dean show on my face, but she mistook it.  
 “Yeah, I know — gross ain’t they?” she said snapping the album shut.  
 A hand grabbed my ankle. I yelped and hopped away from where I’d been standing. 
When I looked down, nothing was there. I looked at Jane to see if she’d seen anything. She’d 
discovered another photo album and was enthralled by its contents. Ms. Dean laughed and her 
scarab eyes glinted beneath that lone bulb’s narrow beam.  
 “We got spiders down here. One of ‘em getchu?” she giggled. “Don’t worry. I’ve been 
bitten all over and I ain’t dead yet,” she said, winking. Fantastic. I scowled at Jane who had 
finally looked up from the photo album. She smirked. “Well!” Ms. Dean clapped the dust off her 
hands. “If you two can finish bringing that stuff down for me, that’d be great. I’ve gotta check on 
the other kids, make sure they’re getting on alright. I’ll be back to see how y’all are doing!” Ms. 
Dean climbed the stairs and was gone. 
 Jane went to examine another shelf, but I clamped a hand on her shoulder.  
 “It wasn’t a spider,” I said.  
 “What?” She was so eager to explore the rest of the basement that she wasn’t paying 
attention to me.  
 “I felt a hand, Jane.” 
 “Where?” 
 “On my leg,” I whispered, frantic but trying not to be heard upstairs. “It wasn’t a spider, 
it was a hand.” 
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 She turned around slowly. I’m not sure what I expected from this new Jane — surprise? 
Concern? I got neither. My sister practically vibrated with glee.  
 “You feel them, too.” Her eyes were suddenly too round, too large. I backed away. 
 “Who?” I whispered.  
 “Them,” she said and pointed down. I looked around, but all I saw were the blackened 
match-end shapes of our feet down on the floor where the light didn’t reach. Fingers brushed my 
calf. I leapt around and fell backward into a shelf. A jar teetered, then toppled forward. I caught it 
just before it could smash to pieces. Jane had made no move to help stop the crash; she was 
exactly where she’d been, still pointing at the floor. “There are people under here. Dead people.”  
 “What?” The jar slipped from my fingers and hit the concrete floor with a crack. A fissure 
zigged and zagged its way through the glass and formaldehyde leaked onto the floor. The gnarled 
fetus inside bobbed dispassionately. I put the jar as far back as I could on a shelf behind a cluster 
of other oddities. When I turned around, Jane was on her hands and knees staring at the floor. 
She beckoned me over without looking up. I forced my feet to move until I was standing beside 
her. She grabbed my hand and I felt a little thrill at her touch that muted my terror for one sweet 
second. I knelt down next to her. She put my hand between both of hers then pushed my flattened 
hand down until it hovered a couple of inches above the ground. I felt them: the energies. They 
crawled all over one another. Up and under, knotted and through. They throbbed. Pulsed. I 
wanted to move my hand away but Jane wouldn’t let me. The feeling of them faded in and out 
like bad TV reception. But when they came through, they came through strong. Fingertips slid 
across my palm. Every crease of me was cave-damp and the rest of me was dotted all over with 
sweat. My head felt packed full of lint.  
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 “Who are they?” I whispered. 
 “They were buried here,” Jane whispered back with reverence. “I think some of them 
used to live here.”  
 So Ms. Dean’s family collected more than weird objects — they also allowed themselves 
to be collected beneath the house, hidden exhibits in their own live-in museum. I imagined being 
trapped beneath our old house, banging against the foundation above, unheard by those still 
living.  
 “Did you bury Daddy under the house?” I asked. I wasn’t expecting the words to come 
out of my mouth but when they did I realized how much I wanted to know the answer. Jane 
broke her gaze from the floor and stared at me. Her expression was a far away one, but 
amusement also played at the edge of the face she wore.  
 “No,” she said. She looked away from me, apparently trying to decide whether she 
should say anymore. Eventually she took her hand from my wrist and laid it flat against the floor. 
“Nobody’ll ever find him,” she said. Her eyes darted back to my face. “Never.” 
 An invisible hand laced its fingers through mine.  
 After dinner, I tried probing Jane for more info about the dead people. She claimed not to 
know anymore than I did about them, but the prospect of learning more excited her. My curiosity 
ebbed rather quickly. A lack of answers did not make me hungry for more. I knew the lockets had 
something to do with us being able to make contact, but being in a house full of strangers 
without Eli to back me up, I knew my warnings would fall on deaf ears. I started pocketing my 
locket again; this time Jane didn’t remark on it. It seemed we had each chosen a side. I still 
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wanted to be on hers, but it was becoming clear to me that our differences were far more 
fundamental than I had ever let myself believe. She was the other half of me — the smart half, 
the sublime half. But she had grown into the bizarre half, someone as unfamiliar to me as the 
fetus in the broken jar was to my little girl womb. I still loved her, but down on Ms. Dean’s 
basement floor I finally began my retreat from her in earnest. Mentally, anyway. 
 Her excitement over the basement secret we now shared made her rabid. She straddled 
me in my bed, writhed and rode. I clawed at her skin and begged her to kiss me. There was a 
clicking in my ears, but I couldn’t care. We kissed until the light from the hallway shined on our 
faces. The person was only a silhouette, but I recognized him. Max. I’d figured it was him trying 
to get into our room, but he’d kept his distance ever since I stopped Morris and his buds from 
messing with him. I saw a flash of light, then he turned and ran. It didn’t occur to me to go after 
him. After all, we were doing what we always did.  
 The next morning, all eyes were on us in the cafeteria. You could hear the occasional fork 
hitting teeth, but for the most part no one ate. We walked to our usual table, but it was full. 
Morris and his gang were there with our tall and small friends. Max was in my seat.  
 “Oh look, it’s Max’s old bodyguard,” Morris said in mock surprise. His eyes narrowed as 
he turned to Jane. “And her girlfriend.” Tall girl looked away from us; Small girl stared in open 
disgust. Max was overjoyed. He wasn’t the outcast anymore. 
 “That is so gross,” Chester said. “Twin dykes!” The boys at the table laughed; the girls 
kept quiet.  
 “What’d you call us?” I said. Jane squeezed my hand.  
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 “Oh don’t play dumb, you little lezbo,” said Morris. He pulled something small from 
under the table and held it up. “We got proof.”  
 It was a polaroid of Jane on top of me. Both of us, naked and startled, stared into the 
camera unaware of what was happening. Morris waved the photo around and laughed. I noticed 
that Jane wouldn’t look at anyone. It was like it used to be, at school. All the blood rushed to my 
face and my vision started to blur.  
 “’S a good thing neither of you’s got a dick,” Morris said, eyes watering with the effort of 
not laughing before the punchline. “Your kids would look like fuckin’ Frankenstein or some 
shit.” The boys howled. Other people around us laughed. With my failing eyes, I saw one of the 
teens at the lunch counter scrunch her nose up at me before heading into the kitchen. I couldn’t 
see anymore. Morris’s neighing laugh rose above the chorus of hecklers and bounced against the 
walls of my skull. Jane’s grip tightened. They were upsetting her. I slammed my fist down on the 
table and its legs crunched loudly as it collapsed. The laughter stopped. I took a step forward, but 
Jane pulled me back. She whispered in my ear, “It’s OK, OK? I’m fine. Please don’t be angry.” It 
was the Jane I remembered. The one I loved best. The brightness turned down on the world and I 
could see again. I stared at my hand, still in a fist, for what felt like a long time. Then I looked 
around me. The table looked like a kneeling elephant ready to be ridden. All eyes were on me, 
including Tall Girl’s. I relaxed my fist and let my arm drop to my side. Morris closed his mouth 
and stared at me. 
 “You two are freaks.” He pronounced the word with such contempt. “C’mon, let’s get 
outta here.” Everyone from the table got up and followed him. They filed out and a big group 
followed behind, probably hoping to rehash what had just happened and compare notes on who 
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saw what. Tabby’s concerned face hovered by the cafeteria entrance. I didn’t want to talk to her, 
or anyone. I headed for the door, but Jane kept pulling me. I whirled around and yanked my hand 
from her grip. It was the first time in months I’d seen Jane on the verge of tears, but I felt no 
sympathy for her. Everything I did was for her, and this was always what happened. Her eyes 
went hard as marbles.  
 “I never asked you to,” she said. I scrunched my hands into such tight fists, my nails dug 
into my palms.  
 “You never had to,” I replied. I stomped away from her and out of the cafeteria. Tabby 
tried to speak but I blew past her.  
 “Jill?” she called. 
 I ran up the stairs without looking back. 
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Chapter Twenty-Five 
 I know where she is. I think I do anyway. And here I am. When I dream of home, it’s 
always of the house and the details of its insides — the action figures posed atop my bureau, the 
smell of our dinner lingering on the air hours after we’ve eaten, the scratchy carpet in the 
hallway. My mind neglects the front lawn, the trees, the quietness of the street. The houses still 
squat down in their lots whispering secrets to the earth.  
 There are green curtains in the windows. Sea foam green. Mama always hated colors like 
that, said they weren’t meant for grown-ups; some hippie nonsense is what they were. The people 
who live here now enjoy the special charm of those lawn ornaments sculpted in the shape of 
flowers, whose petals spin whenever  the wind hits them. The flower petals used to be the yellow 
of sun rays, but time has worn away the paint and now the grey metal shows through, slowly 
turning the petals to teeth in my mind. The grass out front is overlong; the verb “tramp” is now 
necessary to describe the walk from one edge of the lawn to another. The car out front is far 
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newer than the fake flowers and maybe even the grass. It’s a Kia — small, teal, a vehicle that 
belongs underwater riding past coral reefs.  
 I can hear voices coming from out back. If I crane my neck far enough I can see a young 
white woman standing with her back to me, a hand on one cocked hip. She sounds more Miss 
than Ms this woman. Despite knowing she’s not here, I listen for Mama’s gravelly drawl, but 
only hear the chittering of young voices: college-aged, if that. Renters, probably. I loiter at the 
right-most corner of their front yard, cigarette dangling from my mouth. The smoke weaves in 
and out of the air like a sharp stitch. Do you know what summer in North Carolina smells like? 
Like hot leaves and barbecue smoke. The humidity wraps the heavy air so tight around you that 
it’s like breathing through a wet blanket. I take a breath and want to laugh because I feel like I’m 
late for school. Everywhere I look, the word home is written in bold and underlined a thousand 
times. Bruno is off taking care of the jobs he didn’t do because he was babysitting me in that 
Nevada motel. I’m glad he’s elsewhere — would’ve been too much having him here. Like two of 
my selves crashing into each other. Warring planets. Warring histories. I’m not certain which is 
the real me. 
 “So, this was you pre-Neverland, eh?” Bruno asked. We sat in a parking lot in front of the 
playground where me and Jane used to go. Multiple sandboxes had been added and filled with 
time dust the color of sunsets. Purple, red, orange. I think I even spotted green sand on the far 
end, like the border of another planet.  
!309
 “Yeah, this was us. Bit less fancy, though,” I replied. “The hell are kids even s’posed to 
do on that thing?” I pointed at a swirling mass of metal that had rods curling up out of it like 
vines. I couldn’t tell if children were meant to climb it or impale themselves on it.  
 “Iss nice,” Bruno said. “Somehow I can’t picture you here.” He chuckled to himself, no 
doubt trying to do just that.  
 “Oh, so I ain't nice, huh?” I asked, letting my face go sour. 
 “‘at’s not wha’ I mean,” he giggled, hands in the air, surrendering. “You jus’ don’ strike 
me as the… ‘nice’ type. ‘Nice’ to me is like… bows an’ ribbons an’ good manners an’ shit.” 
 Suddenly I wanted to cry. I smiled instead. “That was Jane,” I said, mostly to myself. 
Bruno’s face swirled in disbelief. I think he was trying to decide which twin seemed less 
compatible with his version of nice. “There was a swing-set over there before. I used to jump off 
it.” Bruno’s eyes bulged. 
 “You jumped off a swing set? How are you alive?” 
 “Nah, man — not the set itself. I’d swing as high as I could get, then jump.” 
 Bruno frowned. “Dass even worse.” 
 I rolled my eyes. 
 “Gee, sorry, Dad.” I said, then laughed privately. As if my father had ever cared for my 
safety. Bruno smirked and punched my arm gently. We sat still for a while. Finches warbled their 
observations to their kin. Children climbed that impossible monstrosity in the blue sandbox, 
though I could never tell you how. Muffled laughter seeped through the car doors with their 
rolled up windows. Bruno was right: nice was the perfect word for this.  
 “You hear yourself before?” he asked, forcing his voice into a casual lilt. 
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 “What?” 
 “You said ‘us.’” He shook his head and let it hang; his chin touched his chest. “Have you 
ever pictured yourself wivout ‘er? After everyfin —” 
 “No.”  
 He let his face spread in all directions; his eyebrows climbed into his hair. I knew he 
didn’t like her. Never had. Especially after he found out how the connection between me and my 
sister works. He rubbed the top of his right hand after I answered him. There’s a scar there — 
four raised squares in a row, quite small, but visible. Never told me how he got it. He shook his 
head. Rather than say anything else, the two of us watched through the windshield the children 
who now called this place home. 
 I’ve been standing on this porch for twenty minutes debating whether or not to knock on 
the door. I rap my knuckles hard against it before I can stop myself. Footsteps. Some shuffling.  
 “No, I’ve got it!” It’s a man’s voice, though not deep or rough like Bru’s. The door opens 
and so does the man’s mouth. He starts to say “hello,” but nothing comes out. Instead his mouth 
elongates and his eyes widen.  
 “Jill?” 
 He knows me? But I don’t — Oh my god. I wiggle my nose rabbit-like to stop the tears. 
 “Tommy.” 
* * * 
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I know I made it look like I gave up on ever seeing Grandma again, but I was just biding 
my time. I thought I’d give Mama a chance to come to her senses and take us home. But as often 
as I stared out of every window trying to will her into view, she didn’t show. The day after the 
cafeteria blow-out, I decided it was time. 
 During Tabby’s tour, I had checked every room for a telephone, but there were none. 
When I asked her what the deal was, she replied, “We just think it’s nicer living without phones. 
Fewer interruptions.” Something told me that wasn’t the reason at all.  
 “We should call Grandma,” I had whispered to Jane as Tabby talked on. 
 “How?” Jane had said without whispering. She didn’t sound too interested in the idea. It 
seemed she’d already resigned herself to life in that strange house, but I wasn’t ready to give up 
yet.  
 The morning after I broke the cafeteria table was the day of the month when the adults 
and teen workers took the younger kids into town. Those of us who wanted to piled into a 
vehicle more bus than van and drove the seventeen miles to the center of town. Jane stayed 
behind to help Miss Dean with another project. And to avoid me. 
  When we arrived at the center of town, we were greeted by a wooden sign about five 
persons wide that was meant to welcome all visitors. However, the town’s name was illegible, 
scratched out of the wood by the deep long strokes of a sharp blade. The town itself looked 
deserted. 
 “Where should we park?” Emmett asked. He was one of the cafeteria hands, and our 
driver for the day. Apparently it was a joke he made often. A smattering of cars with rusty 
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bumpers dotted the landscape here and there, but there were no people. It looked like a postcard. 
Greetings from the ass-end of the Apocalypse.  
 “Where is everybody?” I asked. Tabby had opened the back of the van and was 
rummaging around for one of the kids’ bags. She leaned in to reach under the back seat.  
 “In their shops,” She replied.  
 “But, who’s buyin’ stuff from ‘em?” 
 Tabby’s bottom stopped moving. “Well… other folks come into town from time to time. 
It’s just a quiet place.” After a little more rummaging and leaning, Tabby pulled an orange tote 
bag with a drawing of the sun wearing shades on it. She handed it off to another girl who was 
waiting with the rest of our group in front of the small grocery shop on the corner. Everyone but 
Emmett turned to go inside; he slid a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket and slapped it against 
his palm. I ran after Tabby and grabbed the back of her shirt before she could enter the store.  
 “Can I stay out here with Emmett?” I asked. I bumped my voice up an octave into eager 
squeakiness to hide my desperation. Tabby’s eyes darted between me and Emmett; she wasn’t 
entirely convinced of the match, likely because I’d never even acknowledged the man before 
now. But something in my eyes softened her. Maybe she actually knew what I was up to and was 
rooting for me to succeed, a wish from one abandoned child to another.  
 “Alright, Jill. Just don’t wander off too far, okay?”  
 I nodded an enthusiastic “yes.”  
 “That OK with you, Emmett?” Tabby called. 
 Emmett looked at me and shrugged. “Sure. Been needing a smoking buddy anyway,” he 
said.  
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 Tabby nodded once in response, let her eyes drift between the two of us once more, then 
went inside. The bottom of the door, crooked in its frame, scraped against the concrete as it shut. 
I walked over to the van and leaned against the grill. I heard a match crackle to life behind me.  
 “What’s the deal with this place anyhow?” I asked Emmett.  
 “The deal?” Emmett asked clutching his ciggarette between his teeth. “Well it’s old,” he 
said. “Older than me. And that’s sayin’ something.” He chuckled. “I grew up not far from here in 
an even smaller town.” 
 “Smaller ’n this?” I asked in disbelief.  
 “Oh you a big city gal, huh?” 
 “This place just feels so… forgotten,” I said. Emmett’s eyes burned holes in me. 
 “Makes sense we here then, don’t it?” he asked. I didn’t know how to respond. I wanted 
to scream. Jane and I weren’t forgotten — we’d been left. I made fists and stuffed them into my 
pockets as best I could. Turning my back on Emmett, I took in the town center in all its 
quaintness. The shops had been cute once, like a child’s play set. There was a grocery, a post 
office, a barber shop, a butcher’s, a bakery, but they were all run down with unnameable stains 
frozen in abstract shapes down their fronts. The window with the barbershop’s name and hours 
was cracked at its center; an asterisk of packing tape covered each crack from behind. Through 
the window, I saw a man lounging in one of the chairs reading a newspaper. I decided he must be 
the barber since he wasn’t wearing a plastic cape and no one else was around.  
 An elderly man exited the music shop a few doors down from the grocer’s with a wide 
broom and began sweeping the squares of sidewalk just out front. He must have felt me watching 
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him because he looked up at me and smiled. I grinned back without thinking. A few yards 
beyond the old man, I saw a tall purple booth half hidden by a wild shrub. A phone booth.  
 I glanced over my shoulder at Emmett who now had a well-worn magazine in his hand. It 
must have been rolled up in one of his back pockets; that, or he could do magic. I ambled in the 
direction of the phone booth. As I neared the man with the broom, I said hello. 
 “Well, hey there. You in the market for an instrument, little lady?” 
 “Hey! Jill!” It was Emmett. He made a big show of his confusion. I turned my toes 
inward and bent awkwardly to one side. 
 “I gotta… you know,” I said. You should’ve seen the way those two looked at each other; 
clearly anything having to do with a little girl’s privates was the last they wanted to think about.  
 “Come on in, sweetie,” said the old music shop owner. “You can use our bathroom.” 
 Relieved that all would be taken care of without his help, Emmett went back to his 
magazine. I followed the man through the front door, past trumpets, french horns, violins, 
guitars, and a red lacquered piano among other things, up a narrow staircase and into the studio 
apartment above the shop. The man guided me to a narrow room with a toilet and a small sink at 
the back of the apartment. I went in and turned the faucet on. I waited for a few minutes before 
flushing the toilet, then kept the faucet running as though I were washing my hands.  
 “Thank you!” I said brightly upon my return to the living room. 
 “Do you want a glass of milk or anything, darlin’?” he asked.  
 “No, sir. But… do you have a phone I could use?” 
 The shop owner stiffened. My skin prickled. 
 “A phone?” He frowned. 
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 “Yes, sir.” 
 He raised his eyebrows, then looked around the room as if he wasn’t sure he’d ever 
known a phone to be there.  
 “Ain’t no phone for you to use here,” he said. Some of the warmth had drained from his 
voice. It was my turn to frown. 
 “You don’t… have a phone?” I asked. His eyes had gone eerily flat. Blank. The corners 
of his mouth were turned down as though pulled hard on each side.  
 “I don’t have a phone you can use,” he said. I glanced around the room. The door I’d 
entered through was at the far end of the living room. Kitchen, first door on your right as you 
neared the hallway that ended at the small bathroom. I’d passed two other closed rooms on the 
way. No sign of a phone cord anywhere. I thought about making a run for the nearest closed 
door. But what if it wasn’t the room with the phone in it?  
 He shook his head quickly as though he knew what I was thinking, let his eyes land on 
me again, and sighed. “Ms. Dean is a friend, you see, to all of us,” he said, gesturing toward a 
window that overlooked the street below. “She’s the reason we all get to keep our shops, despite 
the fact this place ain’t exactly buzzing with tourists.” He tried out a chuckle. Almost as soon as 
the laugh lines appeared, they were gone. “I can’t let you use the phone, sweetheart. It might 
mess things up for Ms. Dean, you see.” 
 I stepped back from him, shaking my head in disbelief. Everybody was in on it?  
 “I understand why you want to, trust me,” he said as the beginnings of a sneer curled my 
lips. “But I can’t let you. Anyway,” he continued, suddenly wearing a thoughtful expression, 
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“you probably wouldn’t get an answer even if you tried. Folks who bring their kids here tend to 
make damn sure them kids won’t find ’em again.”  
 I told him my grandmother didn’t bring me here, but she sure as hell would get me and 
my sister out. He took a minute to appraise me and, at the same time, seemed to make his mind 
up about something. After watching my mouth for more words and finding that there were none, 
he turned on his heel and walked towards his small kitchen. He paused to look over his shoulder 
at me, then nodded in the direction he was headed. He wanted me to follow.    
 “Ms. Dean’s family owns this whole little town,” he said. “Me and my neighbors, we 
used to live where you live now.” 
 I goggled at him. He smiled. 
 “Yeah, it’s crazy, huh? Most kids who grow up in Neverland never leave.” I thought of 
Tabby. “Some make lives for themselves elsewhere, but none of them have ever tried to hurt the 
family or get the place shut down or anything. Actually, excluding the handful of bitter 
sumbitches who can’t live properly knowing they were brought here in the first place and end up 
running off,” he stared at the wall above the stove. Little curly-tailed piglets pranced there along 
acrylic paint fields. “The rest of us were just grateful someone was taking care of us.”      
 I followed him to the far end of the room where there was a sink big enough for one 
man’s dishes set beneath a large, round window with no curtains to block it. In the corner to the 
left of the window was a small table and a pair of stools. The sun seemed to open its robes and 
show its whole naked self to the entire kitchen from that one spot. The shop owner crouched 
before the cabinet under the sink and opened it with his back to me. When he stood up again, a 
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long red cord, curly like the pig tails on the wall, flopped onto the linoleum. He turned around, a 
beige rotary phone in his hands. He held it out to me. 
 “Go on, girl,” he said to me. He offered it up like some holy thing. “You think someone’ll 
answer? Here.” 
 I eyed the phone, then the man, certain that one or the other would transform into some 
fanged abomination ready to gobble me up in the name of protecting Ms. Dean and the world of 
make-believe she’d made here. I inched forward once. Twice. Then sped over to the phone and 
snatched it from the man, nearly dropping it. He smirked.  
 “No tricks,” he assured me, holding his hands up in front of him. I still didn’t trust him; 
after each lift of my finger from the appropriate hole, I glanced up at him to make sure he stayed 
where he was. With each clockwise drag, the dial clicked back into place. He smiled comfortably 
at me. At the last spin of the dial, I held the phone to my ear and waited. My heart beat against 
my ribcage as I prayed to hear Grandma’s voice on the other end. 
 “Hello?” 
 “Grandma? Grandma, it’s me! Jill! Mama brought us to this place out in the middle of 
nowhere and left us! You gotta come! Please!” My chest ached and I began to sob. “I just wanna 
come home! Please!”  
 For three heartbeats, there was no answer. Then, “I’m sorry, honey, but I think you have 
the wrong number.” It wasn’t her. But I knew the number by heart. “I don’t have any grandkids, 
leastways, not yet,” the woman chuckled.  
 “Do you know my grandma?” I asked. “Her name is Gwendolyn. Gwendolyn Summers.” 
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 The voice on the other end perked up. “Oh! You mean the woman who lived here before 
me!” Before her?  
 “Where did she go?” 
 “I’m sorry, hon’, but I don’t know. I never got to meet her. Only ever dealt with the real 
estate agent. He said the seller’s daughter didn’t want any buyers contacting her mother. Old and 
frail, I think.” I seethed. Mama had lied and hustled Grandma away. But, to where? To her credit, 
the woman’s voice was tinged with genuine regret. “D’you need me to call someone for you? 
Where are you?” 
 “I… I don’t know,” I said. I realized in that moment how hopeless things truly were. I 
didn’t know where I was. Every time I asked an adult or one of the other kids, they’d either shrug 
or say “Neverland,” and smile like they’d just said the cleverest thing. 
 “Well,” she said, hesitating. “I’m not sure what we can do if you don’t know where you 
are. Can you tell me the name of the street?” 
 I shook my head as if she could see me. “It’s called Main Street, but it’s not in North 
Carolina.” 
 Silence. 
 “Well, there’s lots of Main Streets all over, sweetheart,” she said. Despair dug a deeper 
hole in me. “Why don’t you call me back when you know exactly where you are and we’ll see 
what we can do, OK?” It was clear to me that this woman, having found herself quite possibly in 
over her head, had grown uncomfortable.  
 “OK,” I muttered, miserably.  
 “OK,” she said, unsure. “Just call me back, and I’ll call someone, alright?” 
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 “Alright,” I whispered, tears rolling down my cheeks. 
 “Goodbye.” Click. 
 I walked back to the van where Emmett hadn’t moved from his spot.  
 “So,” he asked. “Everything come out alright?” 
 My chin wobbled. A few minutes later, Tabby returned. 
 “Got what we needed! Ready to head home, Jill?” she asked. 
 I banged my fist on the side of the van and cried. 
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Chapter Twenty-Six 
 The sea’s salt gives the air a tang that sends shivers through her. A cool breeze cups her 
face before floating off and away. Waves crash onto the sand and roll back into the ocean 
unhurried. What a lovely place, Jane thinks. What a lovely… atmosphere. She smiles to herself, 
remembering the word and its strange use by that strange woman. Her insides roil as the spirits 
she’s collected hurl themselves against the walls of her body. The pier is deserted. Or so she 
thinks. 
 Little girl, little girl, let me come in. 
 Not by the hair on my… 
 “Leave me alone,” she whispers. 
 Jane hears the voice all around her, but somehow knows exactly where to turn to find its 
source. He watches her over the edge of the pier. His fingers, black as a starless sky, curl against 
the wooden planks. His eyes laugh at her. They are red glowing coals that rest deep inside his 
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head. She can feel their heat where she stands. She imagines him on legs long and spindly, 
insectile, peeking at her just above the boards of that twenty-foot pier.  
 C’mon, girl. She can feel him lick his non-existent lips. Her muscles seize in disgust. Let 
yo daddy in. 
  “I’d never.” He laughs in that awful old way of his, only now it sounds like thunder 
clouds zipped up full of boulders. 
 You did. 
 “I didn’t!” She hadn’t shouted in years. “I never let you do anything.” 
 He chuckled some more. You scared, huh. It wasn’t a question. 
 “Ain’t scared of you,” she says. She makes fists with her shaking hands. “I’m the one 
made you like you are.”  
 Yeah. For her. But she ain’t around to protect you no more.  
 “I don’t need protecting. You’ve seen what I’ve done.” 
 Oh yes, ma’am; I done seen it all. He laughs, satisfied by her need to show and prove. All 
‘em bodies. He pulls himself up until the ragged wound in his neck, still gleaming like it was just 
made, is smiling at her above the boardwalk. Narrow rivers of blood run down his front. But you 
gon’ always be mine. The coals expand to make his point clear and for a second they look like 
eyes. Always. 
 Silently she curses him and herself. “I don’t belong to you. And you sure as hell don’t 
belong in me.” 
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 His pearly whites are absurdly bright, his eyeteeth sharp enough to impale. I been 
wandrin’ all over this earth. The coals shrink until only horizontal slits remain. Don’t nowhere 
feel as nice as you.  
 The cold air hits her teeth as she bares them. “You ain’t never gon’ feel that again. I 
wasn’t made for you.” His grin spreads beyond the borders of his face. 
 Oh, you wrong about that. His mouth hasn’t moved once. His voice is inside her, 
reverberating from ear to fingertip to toe.  
 She runs to him and slams her boots onto his fingers. The coals turn like eyes rolling 
backward to show the whites. And he is smiling.  
 Ah, that’s it, girl. She jumps up and down. Harder. But there is no crunch of his fingers 
beneath her feet. His eyes roll all the way around until they can stare at her once more. Make me 
feel you. She screams and kicks at his face between the railings, but he lets go before her boot 
can land. His body falls but there is no splash, only a haze of black ash and he is gone. She blinks 
long and slow, but the white of his smile is burned into the darkness. 
 Jane falls to her knees and hooks her chin over the bottom rail. She cannot take her eyes 
off the waves.  
* * * 
 I don’t need you to understand. Just her skin on mine. And the smell of her, between her 
thighs, rich and thick like syrup. That’s all I need. You don’t have to understand. This is our love. 
Ours. There are things I’m ashamed of, things I regret, but this ain’t one of them. I’ll love her for 
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the rest of my life and after, even when the two of us are dragged screaming down to Hell. And 
you don’t have to understand. 
 I should’ve said that to them. I should’ve told them all and made sure she was around to 
hear it. I love you. I’ll never stop. I never did. Please forgive me. Instead, I separated myself from 
her, at least and especially when other people were around. I longed for the touch of her skin, but 
wouldn’t allow myself the pleasure. Not when so many would twist the beauty of us into 
something horrible. It never mattered before, what other people thought of us. But seeing their 
reactions that day tainted who I’d thought we were.  
 Years passed and except for our identical faces, you wouldn’t guess we had anything to 
do with each other.  A few of the kids who’d been there when we first arrived had gone. They 
were either taken in by other families under the table, or they grew up and left to start their lives. 
For the most part, though, the original gang lingered, either working in the house or in town. Ms. 
Dean had a heart attack months before our sixteenth birthday and in her will requested that it be 
Jane who oversaw the care of her special collection for as long as she was a resident of 
Neverland. A sister we hadn’t even known Ms. Dean had showed up at Neverland to take things 
over. In the end though it was really Tabby who ran the place because she knew how things 
worked and Ms. Dean’s sibling merely showed up and signed the necessary documents from 
time to time. She didn’t even live in the same state; we rarely saw her at all. In the two years 
since Ms. Dean’s passing, Neverland thrived.  
 No one was better-suited to carry on in Ms. Dean’s absence than Tabby. She cared about 
all of us — even those of us almost old enough to leave, like Jane and I — and made sure we 
knew it. She started tutoring us herself on a far more regular basis than Ms. Dean had arranged; 
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she made sure each of us only did the chores we could stand to; she even became a counselor for 
the new kids and made them meet with her at least once a week in the beginning to talk about 
how they were getting along. Best of all, she sat down with every person who came there with 
someone to drop off to make sure leaving their child there was what they really wanted. She even 
persuaded some of them to change their minds. Ms. Dean had never said much more than “sign 
here” to the adults who brought their unwanteds to the house. The more of us there were, the 
bigger her tax break so the last thing she wanted to do was have the abandoners consult their 
consciences. But she’d never been given up the way Jane and I had, the way Tabby had. She 
didn’t know what it felt like to have the hope that you’d see your family again chip away with 
each day that passed until you had none left. I suppose Jane and I were lucky to have each other, 
though like I said, you wouldn’t know that we did.  
 Jane spent more and more time in the basement, whereas I could either be found in the 
den watching cartoons or out back tinkering with something. There was an old car Ms. Dean had 
that couldn’t be driven anymore, so she let me take it apart. I didn’t know what I was doing, I 
was just curious. Thought I’d deal with something that I actually had a chance of figuring out for 
a change. I was in the garage when the new kid showed up.  
 “Hey, Jill! Our resident mechanic,” Tabby said. “I’m showing this guy around, thought 
I’d introduce him to everyone while I’m at it.” 
 He was white and as scrawny as I was, but taller. We locked eyes, then his gaze dropped 
to the floor. 
 “Jill, this is Bruno. Bruno, Jill.” 
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 I waited for him to lift his eyes before waving. He smiled but let the smile melt away as 
soon as it formed. I couldn’t understand what his deal was.  
 “I couldn’t find Jane to introduce her,” Tabby said with a frown. 
 “She’s prolly in the basement,” I said and turned back to my work. I saw Tabby nod out 
of the corner of my eye. 
 “Yeah I’m sure you’re right,” Tabby said. She stamped her foot on the concrete floor. 
“That girl spends way too much time down there.” I smirked; I could hear the frown in her voice. 
Tabby had become a mother to us all. I was grateful for her. “Anyway, Bruno’s from England! 
Isn’t that exciting?” 
 Bruno frowned at her; he disagreed. I had a different issue with it altogether. 
 “From England?” I asked. “His parents came all the way over here to…” I couldn’t even 
bring myself to finish the sentence. My voice had gotten louder with every word. I couldn’t 
believe someone had actually gone as far as traveling across an entire ocean to abandon their 
child in another country. I squeezed the wrench in my hand and let my eyes bore into Tabby’s. 
She sighed. 
 “Jill, it’s not like that for him.” 
 “What’s it like then?” I demanded. 
 Tabby opened her mouth, closed it. Opened it again. “I’ll leave it up to Bruno to explain 
it to you if he wants,” she said with a sidelong glance at the kid in question. I’d forgotten he was 
there, listening to us talk about him as if he were elsewhere. My face went hot. I mumbled an 
apology to him and got back to work.  
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 “Well, Bruno, there’s more to see,” Tabby said. I smiled at the familiar words. In 
moments, their footsteps died away.  
 I was in the den waiting for a beanbag chair to free up. It was 5:55AM the next morning, 
which meant it was almost time for my favorite show to come on. Even as an almost-adult, I was 
still into cartoons; the Japanese ones in particular. Some of the other kids liked them, too, but 
mostly the house was full of fans of Stone Cold Steve Austin and Chris Jericho — kids regularly 
practiced clotheslining their friends and both attacker and victim would fall to the ground 
laughing afterwards. 
  My favorite show played on a network called TV Tokyo. I always wondered how Ms. D 
was able to get foreign channels on our little den TV; then again, she had so many 
“arrangements" with people, I just assumed the TV channels were part of them. The older kids 
and some of the adults liked to spend early mornings in the den watching the news or simply 
relaxing before it was time to get the kids up and start the day. It was the main place in the house 
where everyone could come to let off steam. With a minute or so to spare, the folks taking up 
beanbag space skeedaddled to get breakfast started, and I flopped into one just as the last 
commercial came on. When the horns and drums from the theme song blasted through the 
speakers, I was ready. I got my air upright bass ready and mimed the fingering for the bassline. 
Sometimes the adults stayed behind to watch me and laugh, but I didn’t care. I loved that show. It 
was about a former cop, an ex-gang member, a con artist, and the smartest corgi you ever saw 
working together to catch bounty-heads all over the galaxy in the year 2071. Hardly anyone lived 
on Earth anymore and the planet had become a junkyard. Most people lived on other planets and 
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moons. Anyway, I thought the main character, Spike, with his fly-away hair, loose tie, and suit 
was the coolest. The way he moved when he fought (in his suit), and the way cigarettes dangled 
from his mouth like he’d forgotten them as soon as lighting them. The way he always seemed to 
win by the end of every episode, even when he didn’t. I’d been seeing lots of female anime 
characters with their chests bandaged. No bras, and either open shirts or no shirts on top. It 
looked badass to me, so I bought some ACE bandages with the allowance I earned from chores 
and started doing it myself. I wasn’t used to it yet, and certainly wasn’t ready to walk around 
shirtless, but the bandages made me sit up straighter and I liked that. 
 The screen went dark after the theme song finished and I saw Bruno in its reflection. He 
had gotten close enough to kick me in the head and I hadn’t even noticed. He’d been staring at 
me, but looked away when I turned around. I examined his every feature in the meantime. His 
hair was messily buzzed short so his head read like a map, with darker masses of slightly longer 
hair the color of sawdust resting on the globe of his skull. His eyes were the blue-green of 
vacation seas. His lips were like the horizon line laid atop a pillow. His clothes were rumpled. It 
looked like he hadn’t slept. I wondered what Eli looked like now and felt the beginnings of 
sadness. I turned back to the television. Lazers from space satellites drew pictures of animals on 
the surface of the Earth. A skinny redhead with hair like Spike’s wearing a white t-shirt and 
stretchy black bike shorts was laid out on her back looking up at the sky.  
 The new kid coughed. I didn’t want to speak first, especially since he was the creep 
lurking in the background while everybody else was minding their own business. On screen, 
Spike, Faye, and Jet are deciding whether or not to go after the bounty on a computer hacker 
who’s been using satellites to carve pictures into the Earth’s surface. The show was half over and 
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the redhead on TV had started talking to one of the satellites by the time the new kid offered up a 
single word. 
 “Wot, uh…” he cleared his throat. “Wotchu watchin’?”  
 I didn't turn around. I’d already wasted too much TV time on him. It made no difference 
that at the moment there was nothing on but ads. 
 “It’s called Cowboy Bebop. Iss from Japan.”  
 His shoes squeaked against the floor. I imagined the turn of Eli’s toes inward whenever 
his big-boobed tutor called his name, and how jealousy would burn in my gut. 
 “Oh, cool. Da one abou’ da boun’y hun’ers, yeah?” he asked. I winced. I’d never heard 
that accent before, so I wasn’t prepared for it’s blunt impact on my ears. His words came out 
hard as bricks. The beanbag’s slick cover scraped against the floor as I swiveled to face him. 
Nobody else around Neverland appreciated my particular interest in these cartoons, even if they 
would sometimes let the TV linger on TV Tokyo that little bit longer before changing the channel.  
 “Oh you watch this where you from?” I asked. He smirked. It was the surest he’d looked 
since he’d arrived; a shiver ran through me.  
 “Yeah. One of my friends ’ad channels from all ’round da world. Would watch doze more 
den English stuff.”  
 “What time did you have to stay up til to watch it?” 
 He shrugged. “It came on ’round my lunchtime.”  
 “Why you like it?” I asked. 
 He shrugged again, and I made to turn back to the TV screen. “I like dat dey work 
togevuh even doh dey annoy each ovuh.” His eyes darted to, then away from me. “Dey put da 
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money first. Survival. Dey work togevuh ’cause dey’re da best.” He looked like a cherry 
lollipop, red in the face and pale everywhere else. “S’like dat’s more important den everyfin else, 
you know? Bein’ da best.”  
 I hadn't thought about it before, but he was right. The characters went at each other at 
some point in every episode, but when it was time to get the job done, they put those things 
aside.  
 “You right,” I said, and thought about my life. “I don’t know if I could do that.” 
 “Sure you could,” he said like he was sure. Like he knew me. I liked him for it. I looked 
him in the eye.  
 “You wanna watch it with me ’stead a standin’ there like some creep?”  
  
 After a day of shadowing my every step, Bruno walked me to my room that night. He 
helped me work on Ms. Dean’s car and we got further putting it back together than I ever had on 
my own. He told me about himself and his family. He’d just turned sixteen. His mother was dead 
and his father had disappeared. He had lived in poverty with his aunt and uncle for five years. 
His uncle heard about this place from a friend who’d been here visiting relatives. After a good 
look around their grotty studio flat that was two small for two people, let alone three, Bruno’s 
uncle decided his nephew would be better off in the land of plenty, even if it meant not having 
any family around. Bruno grimaced. 
 “’Specially if it meant not ’avin family aroun’,” he said. The way Bruno told it, every 
member of his family had a powerful negative influence over one another. Whenever one got 
into a mess, the rest would fall like dominos behind them. He was too embarrassed to go into 
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specifics with me, but I thought I understood well enough from the way he dug the heel of his 
hand into his forehead and closed his eyes whenever he mentioned England. He hoped he’d be 
able to find a job good enough to give him a life as far as possible from the one he’d left. He 
seemed more determined to do better than scared of being alone in another country. That amazed 
me, especially when I remembered how terrified and angry I was during my first couple of 
weeks in Neverland. 
 We worked shoulder to shoulder in the garden out back, digging up and shaping the Earth 
single-mindedly, without speaking. Our sweat fell one drop on top of the other and mixed into 
tiny mud pits. I don’t know how many of those drops were tears, but I knew better than to look at 
him and check. He was fine; he worked through his pain. He grunted beside me as he dug. 
Inside, he helped me with dinner prep without asking if I needed a hand — just jumped right in, 
chopping carrots and stirring pots. As Bruno handed bowls of stew to the kids in line, I watched 
them try and make sense of him. Some of them snickered after noticing his badly cut hair. I made 
sure to give those kids less meat and more broth as punishment for their rudeness. A notable 
heckler was Max, but he wasn’t interested in Bruno. Not really. 
 “Oh-ho! The lesbos found a third!” he said. His cronies, a few of which he inherited from 
Morris, guffawed behind him. “Tell your sister I would’ve done it if you guys asked.” I wanted 
to climb over the counter and beat the shit out of him. Peripherally, the blob I knew to be Bruno 
watched me for a reaction and for answers. I dunked the ladle into the pot and hauled it back out 
again dripping with beef stew. I clanged the bottom of the ladle into his plastic bowl and stared 
him down. He wouldn’t stop smiling.  
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 “‘Ey uh, da line’s backin’ up,” Bruno said to Max. Max looked at him like his fondest 
wish had been for Bruno to say something. 
 “And just where the fuck are you from?” 
 Bruno squeezed the rag he’d been wiping spills up with tight and narrowed his eyes. 
“Souf London. Where da fuck you from, den?” 
 I smiled and saw a thin layer of Max’s bravado melt. He stared at Bruno hard for a 
second. Then he stood on his tiptoes, leaned over the counter and spat into the pot of stew. The 
members of his gang who hadn’t gotten their bowls filled yet didn’t know whether to laugh or 
feel bad for themselves. Max held Bruno’s gaze, then mine; then he walked off. I waited for he 
and his goons to get settled at their table before replacing the pot of spit stew with a new one. 
Bruno kept quiet until dinnertime ended. Since the other staff had been working in the kitchens 
all day, we told them we could handle the dishes and that they could head home if they wanted. I 
washed, Bruno dried. It wasn’t until he began wiping the third pot down that he started sneaking 
glances at me.  
 “Dat guy. Who spit in da food. Who is he?” he asked. I didn’t look up. 
 “Max. He’s an asshole.” 
 “Yeah, fink I got dat far,” he said with a chuckle. “So he jus says tings to rile ya den?”  
 I stared at him, unsure of what to do with my face. He squinted at me. I turned back to the 
sink and got to work on the next pot. 
  
 On the way upstairs before “lights out”, I asked Bruno what the deal was with his hair. 
He looked up at me and promptly turned red.  
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 “I… uh… cut it. After we got here. To da States, I mean. I wan’ed…” He paused. I 
waited, and kept eye-contact until he returned it. I smiled. He continued. “I wan’ed a fresh start,” 
he concluded in a near-whisper. I took him in, first craning my neck then swanning it down until 
my nose pointed at the toes of his shoes. Holes were worn through his canvas sneakers above the 
pinky toes.  
 “I can clean it up for you if you want.” 
 He scrunched his eyebrows. “You cut hair?”  
 I put a hand on my hip. “I have hair, fool, why shouldn’t I know how to cut it?” He 
smirked. “Come by my room tomorrow morning, round 8AM. I’ll cut your hair then,” I told him. 
He held out his hand for me to shake. 
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Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 Tommy, Jane’s Tommy, is sitting in my living room. Actually, it doesn’t look anything 
like my living room anymore, excepting the shape of it. I’m sitting in a ratty armchair where our 
couch used to be; Tommy’s sitting on a well-worn love seat opposite me. He’s crooked because 
the love seat is missing one of its front legs. There’s no coffee table, but there is a rug that 
doesn’t quite fill the space between us, overlarge daisies overlapping one another in a continuous 
pattern. The archway into the kitchen is still there, but the stairs to the left of the archway no 
longer lead to mine and my sister’s bedroom, or to our parents’ room at the end of the hallway. 
The carpet is orange, and the walls are olive green.  
 Tommy looks surprisingly like himself, only stretched longer and worn down a bit. He’s 
rubbing the top of his head like he used to do when he didn’t know what to say. His dark brown 
hair becomes a nest as he ruffles it, deep in decision. After a minute more, Tommy lowers his 
arm and sits up straighter.  
 “How… you been, Jill?”  
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 “I been alright, Tommy. How’re you? How’d you end up here of all places?” I ask, still 
taking in the new sights and smells that fill this once familiar place. Tommy’s eyes drift to each 
corner of the room and linger on a corner where a tall, multi-headed floor lamp used to stand. A 
housewarming gift for Mama from Aunt Phyllis.  
 “Oh. The folks your mom's landlord sold the house to ended up renting it out to people. I 
don’t think they ever lived here themselves. My little sister wanted a place of her own for when 
she started college, but didn’t wanna be too far from mom & dad in case she wanted to bug them 
for something. I still live at my parents’ place. Mom’s living down in Florida with her sister 
now.” 
 “And your sister couldn’t get no real furniture up in here?” I ask. I wiggle back and forth 
in my seat and it groans in protest. Tommy and I both laugh.  
 “Em had this place lookin’ like the Taj Mahal ’til Dad died.” My eyes bulge. Tommy 
smiles. “S’ok. Heart-attack. Didn’t get to the hospital in time.” 
 “When?” I ask. 
 “Oh, we’re coming up on… two years now?” he asks the room. “Feels longer.” He looks 
at the front door as though his father might walk through it. “Dad gave Emily whatever she 
wanted,” he says, smiling down into his lap. “A few crocodile tears later and she had real leather 
furniture and a cleaning lady.”  
 “A cleaning lady? For a college kid?” 
 Tommy guffaws. “I know, right? Why can’t she pick up after herself? You and me had to, 
right?” He shook his head. I lean back in my chair; it creaks wearily. How the mighty have 
fallen.  
!335
 “So what’s the deal with this furniture?” I ask. “Where’s the leather couch now?” 
 “In someone else’s living room. She sold it all to put toward her loans. Said it was too 
much. Guess she felt like she didn’t deserve it without Dad here to pat her on the back and insist. 
What we’re sitting on now is stuff she got free. They’re place-holders ’til she can earn enough to 
buy better stuff.” A slow grin creases Tommy’s face. “None of this seems real, does it?” he asks. 
“I never thought I’d sleep in the same house as Jane Warner someday.” I watch his ears turn red. 
Oh, Tommy.  
 “Still holding that candle, huh?” I ask. He glances away from me, embarrassed.  
 “It’s funny how some stuff just sticks with you,” he answers, ears glowing like coals. 
“How is she? Your sister.” 
 “I… don’t know.” 
 “You guys don’t talk?” he asks. I shake my head. “Wow. Didn’t think that was possible. 
What happened?” His skin burns redder. “I mean, you don’t have to tell me. If it’s sensitive, 
y’know.” 
 “It’s just a lot to explain,” I say. I run my fingers through my hair and tug the strands on 
the way through. Tommy’s chair creaks. The soft thud of his feet on the carpet gets softer until it 
becomes dense against the linoleum floor in the kitchen. A sliver of him is visible from where I 
sit, though I can’t properly see what he’s up to. Glasses clink. The refrigerator door opens and 
closes. Liquid pours. Tommy reenters the living room and hands me a glass of orange juice.  
 “Don’t feel like you have to tell me about it. In fact, don’t. It wouldn’t really be fair, 
would it?” he says upon sitting down. “She’s not here, after all. To tell her side of things.” 
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 I stare at the small staircase that leads to where we once slept and wonder what Jane’s 
side of things would be. What would she say about me to other people? Assuming she actually 
confides in other people. This house should’ve been ours. We would’ve lived in it together. She 
wouldn’t have worked; I wouldn’t have let her. I could’ve gotten a job doing just about anything, 
wouldn’t have mattered to me as long as I could come home to her. She would ask me how my 
day was and I’d regale her with the best story of the day, embellishing the boring parts and 
making her laugh where I could. She’d put the finishing touches on dinner — since the only 
thing I can do with food is eat it — and we’d dine out back in the yard on folding chairs, 
speaking softly and staring into the sky. Or we’d have our friends over. Tommy would probably 
grab a seat next to Jane and I’d crack up beside… 
 “Where’s Eli?” 
 Tommy blinks really slowly as though he’s not sure he understands what I’ve said. “He’s 
in Colorado I think. You don’t speak to him either?” 
 I lower my head into my hands. My elbows dig into my knees and I imagine Eli’s hand 
on my leg. “No. I haven’t spoken to anybody from home since we… left here.”  
 “Yeah, I’ve been meaning to ask you… what happened back then. Where’d y’all go?”  
 “Missouri.” 
 Tommy’s heavy eyebrows toppled towards one another. “Missouri? The heck you go all 
the way out there for?” 
 “Daddy, he…” I wring my hands. “He left. Outta nowhere. Mama didn’t want us growing 
up without a father so… we went to Missouri. To stay with an aunt and uncle of ours.”  
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 Tommy looks slightly unsatisfied by this answer, but decides to accept it. “I see. So 
when’d your mom move to Norfolk?”  
 “Norfolk?” I blurt the question out before I can stop the words escaping. Tommy leans 
back in placid disbelief. 
 “You didn’t know that either.” 
 I shake my head. Tommy’s face is inscrutable. I wonder what he’s thinking. 
 “Must’ve been some falling out,” he says after a silent minute. I nod my head. If he only 
knew. “My parents asked after yours when my sister first moved in here. The landlords told them 
the last they’d heard, your mom was living by the beach in Virginia.” 
 So that’s where she went.  
 “Did my grandmother move, too?” I ask Tommy. He squints into the distance over my 
shoulder. 
 “I dunno; I assumed she did. She came by a couple times, your grandma. To see me,” he 
said as though the thought still baffled him. “Right after y’all left. Used to ask whether I’d heard 
from you. Went to Eli’s, too. I thought it was weird. She was acting like she didn’t know where 
you were.” Because she didn’t. “Wondered whether something had happened and she thought 
y’all would tell us before you’d tell her.” Never. Tommy scratches his head, unable to look me in 
the eye. “She disappeared, maybe a month or so later, around the time your mom did. Figured 
she left with her.” 
 There are sounds happening around me, but I don’t know what they are. I can’t make 
sense of them. I clamp my hands over my knees to keep them from shaking. We could’ve had a 
whole other life together, the three of us. We could’ve been happy. And Mama could’ve gone off 
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and lived the life she wanted, without us. Why didn’t she? Why didn’t she just leave us with 
Grandma? Why didn’t she just go?! She didn’t even want us anymore. She could’ve left! We 
would’ve been fine! We would’a— 
 Tommy is staring at me, agog. The smallest of plops makes me look down. A dark and 
jagged circle wets my thigh. I bring my hands to my eyes and they come away shining. Hastily, I 
scrub the damp from my face, but I can feel my eyes puffing up in the wake of my grief. Tommy 
leaps from his seat to grab some paper towel from the kitchen. I want to curl into myself until I 
disappear. 
 When Tommy returns, it’s with a paper towel and a glass of water. I take both, take a sip 
from the glass, then sit it beside my orange juice. The rough paper makes my skin sting when I 
wipe my face, but I like it. I need the pain, to shock me out of my grief; if only for a moment. 
Grandma had looked for us. She had wanted us back. But Mama stopped her finding us 
somehow. I remember the sound of that bewildered woman’s voice on the phone telling me my 
grandmother had gone. Tears prick my eyes again at the thought of grandma traveling the 
country, searching desperately for a town that wasn’t on any map.  
 A Neverland. 
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Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 The muffled thud of footsteps made me stir. I opened my eyes and saw her sleeping face. 
Yellow crusted in the corners of her eyes like forgotten face-paint. I wanted to kiss the bridge of 
her nose. I ached to. But a bigger part of me didn’t want to risk breaking the spell and waking 
her, so I stayed still. Her nostrils flared as her lazy breaths came and went. Her face was smooth 
but for a single parenthesis at the left corner of her mouth. Her smirk had become such a constant 
that this particular crease would not iron out. My knee twinged uncomfortably after a while, but I 
refused to move. The light from my window cast her exposed copper arm in gold. I slid my face 
along my pillow towards hers, inch by inch. Her breath grew hotter as I neared her mouth.  
 Three firm knocks shook our door.  
 “Come in,” I called without thinking. Jane’s eyes popped open as if she’d been awake all 
along. It wasn’t until she flipped onto her back and arched her uncovered breasts into the air that 
I remembered last night’s promise to give the new kid a haircut. Jane came out of her stretch and 
lowered herself back down to the bed. Over her nipples I saw him, frozen in place in the middle 
of the room. His face burned brightly above his solid green t-shirt — the guy looked like 
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Christmas. Jane slid her eyes in my direction and raised her eyebrows. The crease beside her lips 
deepened. She sat up and swung her feet onto the floor. I rubbed the sleep from my eyes. Bruno 
was still playing statues by himself, but now his eyes were practically rolled up into the back of 
his head.  
 “What’s the matter with him?” Jane asked. I nudged her back. 
 “Put somethin’ on,” I said.  
 Grinning, Jane stood up as slowly as she could manage and glided past Bruno to her 
bureau. I propped myself up on one elbow in my bed facing Bruno. My top half was bandaged, 
my bottom half covered by a sheet. 
 “Sorry, I forgot to set the alarm clock,” I said to Bruno’s chin. He had decided it made 
more sense to put his whole face parallel to the ceiling.  
 “Iss ok,” he replied. His chin bobbed as he spoke. “I can come back later, yeah?”  
 “Nah, just… wait a minute. I’ll get ready,” I said. I made to get out of bed. Hearing the 
springs crunch beneath me, Bruno guessed I was on the move.  
 “No!” he screamed, holding his hands out in front of him. “I mean, I’ll wait outside, 
OK?” He ran to the door and slammed it behind him. Jane giggled. I fell back into my pillows. 
 After about five minutes of scrambling into t-shirt and jeans, I walked out our door and 
into Bruno who’d been pacing back and forth on the small patch of rug in front of our doorway.  
 “Oh! Soz! Soz! Din’ mean to, um…” he let his words fade. 
 “S’OK. Just… c’mon,” I said, grabbing his arm and dragging him inside. I’d pulled the 
chair slightly away from the desk we’d been given for Bruno to sit in. Jane was on her way to the 
basement. She wore a long, ultra-faded black t-shirt as a dress and a muddied purple pair of Doc 
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Martens. She’d gotten both from a Goodwill in town. The shirt-dress hung artfully from her 
narrow hips as she looked from Bruno to me and back.  
 “Later,” she said and swept past Bruno. He watched her leave, then turned to me, face a-
flame. I took him by the shoulders and sat him down in the chair. I’d borrowed some clippers off 
Emmett in exchange for a pack of Winstons the day before so I could cut some of the younger 
kids’ hair — a few of them were starting to look scruffy. The only two electrical outlets in the 
room were behind the desk. I unplugged the desk lamp so I could plug the clippers in. I grabbed 
the old sheet I tore pieces from whenever I needed a rag and tied it around Bruno’s neck like a 
bib. His knee bounced under the sheet in time with the ticking of the clock on the desk. I 
switched the clippers on, then surveyed my project close up. Blonde dunes rose and fell along his 
skull, and there were patches of pink scarring where he’d nearly gone and scalped himself. I 
touched one; he jumped in his seat.  
 “Sorry,” I giggled. 
 “S’OK,” he replied. His fingers moved beneath the sheet as he twiddled his thumbs. I set 
the clippers at the base of his skull and ran them up in a rainbow arch over the top of his head. A 
fine sprinkling of hair drifted down to dust a small corner of his lap. He pushed the tip of one 
index finger into the minuscule pile of hair and a few strands attached themselves to it. He used 
his thumb to make each hair drop back into the pile. “So… you an’ your sister sleep, um, inna 
same bed?” 
 “Sometimes,” I said, my chest tightening.  
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 “Wit no clothes on.” His voice grew hoarse at the strain of him trying to keep it even. I 
couldn’t tell if he was disgusted or thrilled by the memory of what he had walked in on. Either 
way, I didn’t want to talk about it. 
 “So?” 
 “Nuthin’ I was jus’… wonderin’. I mean, you have two beds an’nat…”  
 I dug the clippers into his skin. He flinched. “Don’t worry ’bout how we sleep,” I said. 
Neither of us said another word until I’d finished.  
  
* * * 
  
 The wind picks up and swirls into a cool breeze. Cooler than I expected on such a hot 
day. I take off my jacket and roll up the sleeves of my dress shirt. The skin on my forearms 
responds to the wind with goose flesh. Grandma looked for us. She tried to find us. I knew she 
would. But where is she now? I can’t believe she would pick up and go quietly to Norfolk with 
Mama. Not without knowing for sure what had happened to us. Though the mother I’d known 
had been stubborn as concrete walls, she had inherited that stubbornness from Grandma who 
would have pushed and pushed until Mama finally cracked. Jane had said something might 
happen to prevent Grandma from finding us. The words had made me shudder back then, and 
now my skin crawls in just the same way. Something like what? What happened to her? 
 This place, the neighborhood, hasn’t really changed much. The lawns are still manicured 
into identical neatness. Some have personalized the facades of their homes with colorful flags, 
flowers, and whirling or dangling ornaments, but underneath the decorations and the dirty pastel 
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siding, every house is the same. Even Tommy after so many years, stretched impossibly tall, his 
world-new childhood skin now subtly lined, still seems to be the boy I knew inside. I wonder 
what Eli looks like now. If he and I would recognize each other instantly. I wonder if he’s a 
boyfriend. A husband. A father. My missing him stabs me sharp and sudden.   
 I’m finding it difficult to move. I can’t… walk anymore, but it doesn’t really matter. 
Where is my grandma? Wherewherewherewherewhere. What hat brim are her child-like hands 
clutching? Are her lungs puffed full of salty, sea air? Is she fixing breakfast or dinner? Who for? 
Does she still set places at the table for us? I push the sting in my nose back and away. I won’t 
cry here in this place where the combined tears of my sister and I have no doubt quenched the 
thirst of a thousand magnolias. Instead I scrunch my eyes against the sun, leaving only the 
thinnest slits to see through. 
 That star is getting brighter, hotter; it burns as the breeze cools. My ears are ringing. That 
familiar blindness is coming on. No. Not here. Please, God. Are you there? Were you ever? I 
crouch. I scream. A strong vibration reverberates through my bones. It’s all around me. The sun 
is in my eyes. My eyes are in the sun. I turn left and right, trying to see my way through all this 
light, but there’s nowhere with even a bit of shade to rest my electrified eyes. I squint until a blot 
appears, only mildly darker than the rest of the scene. Thankfully it moves closer to me and 
grows darker as it does so. Thick stalks part then come together again. A pair of thighs. A figure 
is cutting through the light, extending their hand. 
 “You.”  
 She looks exactly the same as she did that day on the playground. The day I jabbed my 
finger into her chest and her chest stuck to that finger like taffy.  
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 Her body is wrapped in that same shiny black bodysuit from neck to toe, leaving only her 
head exposed. No trench coat this time. Her black hair smudges her shoulders, then oozes down 
her back like a flow of tar. A face exactly like mine, neon green eyes and lack of thick scar tissue 
aside, blinks back at me once. Twice. I stare into her eyes and childishly wonder how deep they 
go. A hot pinhole of pain is boring into my chest like someone’s putting out their cigarette on me. 
I wince and pull the locket out of my open collar to rest on the fabric of my shirt. Exposed to the 
air, the locket immediately cools. Anger, terror, and relief form a triangle inside me. 
 “What make you think I wanna see you?” I whisper in her direction. She tilts her head to 
see me from a new angle… and I feel so much love radiating from her that I cannot speak.  
 “I had a feeling, a —” she pauses, grasping for something in her mind. “Hunch. Is that 
the word?” Her sublime joy at having recalled the right phrase almost makes me smile. Her 
childlike wonder as she gazed up at the sky on the playground that day comes back to me. Her 
face, too, is childlike in its unguarded, glowing perfection. I take her hand and let her pull me to 
my feet.  
 “Do you know where Jane is?” She won’t ask who Jane is. She knows.  
 “Yes,” she says. Her voice is syrup-rich and low. I want to sink into her every word even 
as I’m overwhelmed by the urge to tear her apart.  
 “Who are you?” I ask. Her face opens like a flower. She exposes her unnervingly white 
teeth. 
 “You wouldn’t believe it if I told you,” she says. 
 “Oh, what? You from the future or somethin’?” I sneer. Her grin widens. 
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 “No — I am from the past.” I feel my mouth go slack. The Woman smiles on, reveling in 
my dismay. “There were no ‘time machines’ involved. I have simply lived, for millenia, until this 
moment.” 
 “But, how?” I whisper, all pretense of toughness gone. “And why…?” I reach for her face 
but stop short of touching it. A hum travels through my bones. For some reason it’s harder than I 
expected to pull my arm back to myself. 
 “Why do you and your sister look like me?” she asks. My brow wrinkles. And I’d been 
thinking this whole time that she looked like us. Numbly, I nod. “You have inherited abilities 
uncommon to your species,” she says. Species? “From me. Not everyone in my line does. But 
those who do, share my face.” My guts roil and I clutch at the squirming mass through my 
clothes. Through my bandages. Through skin that doesn’t feel like mine anymore. “Some 
abilities we share; others we do not. You and your sister are rather far down the line. I have 
waited many years for you. After your birth, your abilities remained dormant. Thus,” her eyes 
land on my locket. “Activation was required.” I flex my fingers, aching to clamp them around 
her throat.  
 “I knew it was you!” I rip the locket from my neck and throw it at her. The necklace hits 
her chest. “Why would you do this to us? Where is Jane? Tell me!” My fingers let the locket go, 
yet remain trapped within the Woman’s orbit. I try to step back, but with each step my wrist feels 
close to tearing. My fingers skim her chest, then plunge into it. I continue to pull but it won’t let 
me go. The Woman stares into my eyes, ignoring the way my fear is making it impossible to 
speak. Ignoring… or enjoying it.  
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 “I wanted to help you,” she says without any trace of compassion. “I felt responsible.” 
Her eyes shift their focus to some point over my shoulder as I slide closer. “If I had not chosen to 
procreate here, you and your sister would have been spared existence.” For God’s sake! I’m in 
up to my elbow now. There is no feeling of air on the submerged hand; it hasn’t gone through 
her. There’s no feeling at all in that hand. It’s disappeared, become part of her. I want to hold 
onto something with my other hand to try and get free, but the closest tree trunk is yards away. 
No fence posts to grab onto. I nearly put my hand on the Woman’s shoulder to try pushing 
against it, but my certainty that she would absorb that hand, too, stops me. The edges of her grin 
nearly leave the sides of her head. Her smile is harsh, her eyes narrow. 
 “What is this? Stop. STOP!” I scream. 
 She looks down at me, mouth adjusted into the slightest of grins. Had I imagined her face 
contorted just now? Her body spits me out and I topple back onto the sidewalk. No one’s been 
about this entire time. No children playing; no middle-aged men mowing their lawns; no 
solicitors pounding on doors. I stare around me and nothing moves. Not even birds, though I can 
still hear them somewhere far above me. I look up at her. She is still smiling just barely.  
 “Your blood is my blood,” she says simply. I make a fist with the hand that had been 
swallowed by her. It seems OK. Unchanged. The locket and chain I threw have disappeared 
inside her, but the heart-shaped photo of Jane beaming for the school photographer is plastered to 
her chest. She plucks the photo from her breast and holds it between her fingers. I wonder what 
memories that photo stirs in her. Was she ever a child?  
 Deep, desperate breathes balloon my chest as I climb to my feet once more.  
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 She holds her head high, her jaw straight and strong, but her sadness for us is still visible 
in some small change of expression. “I knew the two of you would not survive into adulthood if 
things continued as they were.” 
 “What do you mean?”  
 “Your Jane would likely have killed herself after years of suffering.”  
 “But I would’ve been there,” I say, imagining Jane wasted after too many years with him. 
“I would’ve been there for her.” 
 “Not if your father had killed you,” she said staring into my eyes. The molasses lilt of her 
voice doesn’t sweeten the words. “And he would have, had I not intervened.”  
 His hard-angled face looms clear in my mind, even after all this time. She’s right; if it 
meant winning, he would’ve killed me.  
 “Because you two are so far from your source, your abilities could only be awakened 
through sustained contact with my blood.” She holds out her hand to me and the locket bubbles 
up from the center of her palm. “I wanted you to make your own way out, and you did.” Her 
smile is an offering. “With some help from me,” she says. She opens the locket and places Jane’s 
photo inside delicately before holding the necklace out to me by its chain. I watch it swing above 
the sidewalk for a few seconds, unsure of whether or not I want it back.  
 “Where is she?” I ask. My voice is hoarser than if I’d spent the whole day screaming. My 
throat is sore in preparation for my tears. “Tell me. Please,” I whisper. The woman considers 
every fold in my face, every bent limb, my spine curving forward to put me closer to whatever 
words come from her mouth. She lowers the locket to her side.  
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 “Why do you kill? Is it enjoyable?” she asks. I fold my lips against my teeth and press 
my mouth shut. I recognize her question as a toll I have to pay. She wants to trade information. I 
don’t owe this woman a thing. I know that. But still… 
 “I have to.” The words come out ragged. Raw. The woman is intrigued. 
 “Why?” 
 I look down, past the pointed toes of my Gucci loafers to the sidewalk. You only ever see 
cement this clean in the suburbs. I want to scuff it with my shoes. Don’t you mess up them 
loafers. Mama’s gravelly voice is in my head. Tell the truth, she says. 
 “We gotta be even,” I whisper.  
 “Even?”  
 “If she’s goin’ to Hell, I gotta go, too.” I can’t look the woman in the eye. I feel like a 
little girl again. “Same circle. Same torture chamber. I have to be there.” Streaks of warm tears 
cradle my cheeks like consoling fingers. “She’s all I got.” I can feel the woman studying me. 
Never in my life have I felt more naked. 
 “That’s not true at all, is it.” Her voice is quiet. I can’t bear to consider what she’s just 
said. I never could. 
 “Can you read minds, too?” I ask bitterly. Her grin is slight, almost mischievous. 
 “I have existed long enough that patterns have emerged in the behavior of the living 
beings I have encountered. For me, reading minds is,” she pauses, considering, “unnecessary.” I 
wonder how long one would have to live for that to be true. I can’t quite wrap my mind around 
it, so I change the subject to something more concrete. 
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 “Is this what you’re made of?” I ask, reaching out to finger the lump of metal that holds 
Jane’s photo. “What are you, a robot or something?” 
 “No,” she says. “I was born, as you were. I became this way. Over time.” Her face 
hardens. “Of every being on my home world, I am the only one like this.” 
 “Your home world,” I repeat. Her eyes drift upwards. 
 “Out there,” she says, looking up. “It’s much too far away to return to.” She opens her 
mouth in a slow smile. “Well, that is what I tell myself. Truthfully, I decided not long after my 
arrival that I had no intention of ever leaving this planet.” Her eyes cloud over and she is lost to 
me for a moment. I try to picture the type of world that could birth a woman like her, but it’s 
impossible. Her eyes focus on me once more. “Once activated, my blood in its purest form is no 
longer necessary to you. Therefore, this,” she holds the locket up once more, “can be discarded if 
you like.” I watch the necklace dangle between us. My sister beams at us from inside the open 
heart as it twirls. I imagine my life without the weight of that thing, but it’s a part of me now. 
Besides, it holds the only photo I have of my sister. Sure, I could take the photo and give the 
locket back. But Jane had been so happy to find the pair of them, to find something the two of us 
could share.   
 I wrap my fingers around the chain and pull it from the woman’s grip. The metal, the 
blood, is pleasantly warm. I loop the chain about my neck and feel as if I’ve recovered a piece of 
myself. The woman’s pleasure at my decision somehow satisfies me, too. Gratitude dawns on me 
and I hold out my hand. She smiles and shakes it, slowly, as if she is practicing for something. 
Her hand is hot and impossibly soft, like Grandma’s were.  
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 “Can I ask you something?” She nods. “What are we?” Her eyes become pleasant 
crescents. 
 “You are human,” she says. The crescents narrow playfully. “Mostly.” 
 My body is sluggish with the weight of all I have learned. I want to lie down here and 
sleep it all away, or at least into a more comfortable shape for my mind to carry. The raised hairs 
on my body lay down as something in the world is switched on. Doors open. The murmur of 
voices breaks through. Bees and the occasional mosquito flit through the skies, away from the 
open mouths of birds. The neighborhood is alive again. The Woman is already walking away 
from me, but her voice rises above the hum of activity without effort. 
 “She will return to the place she has made her home,” she says in answer to the question 
I’d asked in anger earlier. She stops walking, turns to me and raises her hand. “Safe travels.” 
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Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 After I cut his hair for him, the other kids stopped making fun of Bruno so much. He 
started waiting outside our room every morning to walk me to wherever I was going. On the 
mornings he didn’t have chores of his own, he’d stick around and help me do mine. After a few 
months, I started to feel like I knew everything about him. I knew to make him a plate of as 
much liver mush and hash brown casserole as I could get away with whenever I was on breakfast 
duty (“Dis is noice. Wot is dis?”). I knew he was deathly afraid of anything with too many legs 
(“Like, wot are dey even for?”). He was a good guy. A kind one. 
 One morning when I was scheduled for breakfast duty, I actually managed to make it 
down the stairs leading to the girls’ wing before Bruno could come up them and knock on our 
door. I knew we were serving liver mush that morning and wanted to grab a few extra pieces 
fresh from the pan for Bruno before the line started to form. Extra helpings was maybe the only 
privilege those of us on food duty got. We saw each other and opened our mouths. Good 
mornings fell on top of one another.  
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 “You, er, look real nice today,” he said staring at the gleaming cherrywood banister at my 
elbow. I had on my usual pair of jeans and a yellow treasure I found in a box of t-shirts, stretched 
into thinness by other bodies, at the thrift store in town. On the shirt was an image from Akira, 
the Japanese animation Mr. Harrison told me about all those years ago. Tetsuo’s bubbling form 
expanded beyond the picture’s borders as he struggled to control his unbelievable power.  
 “Thanks,” I mumbled, hands balled up awkwardly behind my back. “You, too.” 
 Bruno wore a v-neck, brick-red t-shirt that hugged his ropey adolescent sinews like it was 
made just for him. I stared a little too long at the transition between his sleeves and the skin of 
his biceps that had begun slowly to brown after long hours under the Missouri sun. Bruno 
cleared his throat and my eyes darted to every nonessential detail in sight. The silence was thick, 
charged with feelings I couldn’t name. As we walked to the kitchen together, we seemed 
connected by a string that wouldn’t allow our shoulders to be more than a few inches apart. Even 
when I stopped at the kitchen door, ready to run in and find that tray of liver mush, he didn’t 
leave me to go find a table.  
 “So, er…” he said. His face came towards me suddenly. I froze. He pulled away. Then 
came forward again. He was rocking back and forth on his heels. My heart beat feebly against 
my ribs.  
 “Well. I’ll see ya later,” I said. I flicked my hand in a wave and nearly ran through the 
door into the comfortable blandness of the kitchen. The door swung in a tightening arc behind 
me. I ran for the tray, took five gold-grey slabs of liver mush off the top, put them on a plate and 
hid the covered plate out of sight. I lingered at the back of the kitchen, pretending to work but 
also peeking over my shoulder at the moving queue in search of Bruno’s buzzcut. Only after he 
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arrived to pick up his food did I finally take my place on the serving line. The room was filling 
up. Over the heads of the kids whose plates I filled, I watched Bruno look for somewhere to sit.  
 “You like him, huh?”  
 I jerked my head towards the voice I’d heard. Tabby had snuck up beside me to take over 
scrambled egg duty. She wiggled her eyebrows. 
 “Oh, c’mon — he’s a cutie!” She leaned in. “Plus he’s British,” she whispered. I rolled 
my eyes. 
 “I think Jennifer’s ready for her eggs, T,” I said, nodding towards the twig-armed girl 
holding her plate up with both hands like an offering.  
 “Oh! Sorry, sweetie,” Tabby said, giving Jennifer an extra scoop of egg for her patience. 
As I tonged a few strips of bacon onto Jenny’s plate, I let my eyes flick up towards Bruno, whose 
face was practically in his plate. “Aw, he even eats cute.” I frowned at Tabby; she batted her 
lashes at me. I shoved her lightly away. 
 “Enough, alright?” I said, laughing a little. 
 “Oh c’mon, girl. Nothing wrong with crushing on a cute guy.” Maybe I was hearing 
things, but the word “guy” sounded underlined and bold. An anxious knot formed in my 
stomach. I concentrated on moving individual strips of bacon from one side of their tray to 
another. Tabby barreled on. “I’ve seen you two around together. Actually,” she paused. “I don’t 
think I’ve seen one of you without the other even once for the last couple of months.” I risked 
looking her in the face and instantly regretted it; forget the cat who ate the canary, she looked 
like the cat who ate five canaries and a t-bone steak, then got buzzed on catnip for dessert.  
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 “It ain’t like that, OK? He’s just a… nice guy.” I was probably even less convinced of 
what I was saying than Tabby was. She didn't even dignify my statement with a response, just 
shook her head and laughed. I focused harder on my pile of bacon. Then someone at a table near 
the door whistled like a TV construction worker so I looked up. Jane floated past Max’s table on 
delicious chocolate stems shiny with baby oil. He leered while his goons slapped the table in 
rowdy appreciation. She walked on without looking back. I grinned to myself and went back to 
my bacon.  
 “Hm. I guess your taste runs in the family, huh?” Tabby said. I looked up. Jane was at 
Bruno’s table leaning in close. Even from that distance I could see his face coloring. The sharp 
pain in my hand barely registered. Their hands — Bruno & Jane’s — were on top of the table.  
 “Jill!” Tabby cried. I turned to her, irritated by the interruption. She grabbed the tongs 
from me and cradled the hand of mine that had clutched them. “You’re ruining the bacon, hon.” I 
looked down at the tray — two drops of blood, my blood, sat atop a near-burnt squiggle of bacon 
hunched against a corner of the tray. Without realizing it, I’d pinched a cut into my hand gripping 
the tongs too tightly. Tabby hurried away to find a bandaid. As another woman on the line served 
the last kid his bacon and eggs, I glanced at Bruno’s table again. His right hand and both of my 
sister’s were underneath the table. Her face was invisible behind a curtain of frizzy hair, like 
mine, only her hair was against Bruno’s cheek as she leaned into his ear. Like she was spilling 
her secrets to him. His eyes were glassy and his lips stuttered apart a few times but never 
managed to hold the shape of an actual word as far as I could tell. “Here we are!” Tabby returned 
with a box of dino-themed bandaids. She rummaged around in the box for a minute before 
pulling out a purple bandage covered with little, smiling triceratopses. She put the box down 
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beside the egg tray and peeled away the extra paper. As she tapped the bandage flat and smooth 
against my palm, I watched Jane lean away from Bruno, eyes gleaming. Then she brought her 
hands out from under the table and set what she’d been holding onto his breakfast tray. It must 
have been quite flat, whatever it was, because Bruno’s plate blocked it from view. “All done!” 
Tabby patted my arm and brought my attention back to her. “You’re good to go, girlie!” 
 I looked back just in time to see my sister slide her chair back, get up, and walk away. 
Bruno had gone moon-colored. He stared at his plate, unmoving except for his elbows which 
twitched and rolled. He was rubbing his right hand with his left. He looked in my direction and 
raised his hand. I frowned, but Tabby speedwalked out of the kitchen and over to him. He 
whispered something to her and she looked down at his right hand. Before I knew it, she was 
back in the kitchen. She grabbed the box of bandaids and hurried back out the door and over to 
Bruno. She handed him a bandaid. He never told me what happened, and I never asked. 
* * * 
  
 The grass, burned dry by sunlight at the riverbank, crunches beneath Jane’s bottom as she 
sits. Birds warble in the hanging branches and she forgets for one long moment what she is doing 
there. Her muscles relax as she stares into the sun. She closes her eyes, and remembers the first 
time he patted her leg and let his hand rest just that little bit longer. Daddy likes me after all. 
Something flickers in the dark behind her eyelids, a quick burst of white light. Like the spark 
from a lighter being thumbed to life. Again. She pictures his smile — bright, flawless — the first 
time she lifted her shirt at his command. How it widened as she cried. The white light crackles 
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into being again, rending the brown dark into an opening curtain. The curtain snaps shut. Again. 
She remembers Jill’s endless pounding on the bedroom door that night; how hers and her sister’s 
screams wove together into one long shriek. And he, grunting his satisfaction as the blood pooled 
on her lily-patterned bed sheets. White fire behind her eyes now and she is reaching for it. 
Almost there. One more. Just one more. The sound of his fist hitting the side of Jill’s head. The 
tears in Jill’s eyes as she sank to her knees. He wasn’t supposed to hurt Jill. Ever. He promised. 
Jane was the lamb whose blood he’d accepted as offering. Not Jill. Never Jill. He promised.  
 He promised. 
 Jane’s eyes open again. She is in control of everything. The birds stop their chirping 
because she whispers the demand into the tight crevices of their small but active brains. They 
settle, puffing out their chests but perching calmly. The Earth continues to turn and the evidence 
is there above her. Cloud clusters smear themselves across the sky as if they’d been dragged by 
their collars. The Earth turns and she can feel it. It had taken years after that first night — the 
night she rid herself of him for good — but she had finally learned how to flick her power on and 
off like a light switch. The whole world had opened to her after that — whether it had wanted to 
or not.  
 She lies back in the grass and remembers that scrawny boy from England who’d found 
himself in Neverland, and the deal they’d made. He’d been terrified when she sat down at his 
table during breakfast that morning. She hadn’t even said hello, just stared him down until the 
sweat rolled in fat drops from his temples.  
 “I’m leaving this place,” she’d said. Bruno had frowned, then, as expected, he glanced 
over to where the children stood in line for their breakfast, and to where Jill stood doling out 
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bacon. Jane grinned. “No,” she said. He returned his attention to her, shaking. “Not her — just 
me.” His shoulders fell in relief for half a second, then tented once more. He didn’t understand. 
“You love my sister.” It wasn’t a question. Bruno’s face reddened. He looked away and rubbed 
his thigh with his right hand. Jane surveyed his plate, which held a little of everything… except 
liver mush; there was a lot of that. At least five slices. Jill’s doing. Jane picked up Bruno’s fork. 
His eyes darted between her and the plate, wondering which morsel she would claim for her 
own. Her arm came down swift as a gavel. Bruno’s breath caught in his throat and he looked 
down into his lap. His fork was planted like a flag in the top of his hand. Jane felt a flutter of 
pleasure at his dismay, but took no time to revel in it. Instead, she leaned forward, sliding her 
hand over his. She clutched the fork and stared into his eyes. 
 “Don’t you tell her. She can’t follow me. I don’t want her to.” Jane had twisted the fork 
just enough to make him wince. “Got it?” She twisted harder. Bruno whimpered. Nodded. 
“Good.” She yanked the fork free of him. He brought the wound to his lips and sucked at it. Jane 
placed the fork in front of Bruno’s plate. She stood to leave, then paused. “Keep her safe,” she 
had said. And that was that.  
 The white light flickers again, but Jane calms it into remission. She exhales, releasing her 
hold on this scene. The birds relax their toy-tiny wing joints and leap gratefully into the air, 
catching the wind on wings they once again control. Because Jane had given them control. It’s 
easy now, the taking and the giving. It had been easy from the moment she learned how to turn 
that white light on. After that, life had become a nightmare. Well… for everyone else. 
 Jane rises from the grass and dusts stray blades and soil from her bottom. It’s time to go. 
Jill is getting too close — she can feel her. Time to end this game of cat and mouse for good. 
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Jane sighs up at the cluster of cumulus clouds above her, their bulbous puffs like dandelions gone 
to seed. Time to clean house. 
* * * 
  
 “Wot’s she do down’air all da time, anyway?” Every inch of him trembled as he eyed the 
basement door. I realized I didn’t know the answer to his question and that filled me with shame. 
My sister and I had become strangers whose only interactions were repeated one-night stands. 
During waking hours, we were phantoms passing through one another to get somewhere else. I 
knew that she woke up, had breakfast, then disappeared until dinner time. Without realizing what 
I was doing, I’d begun a life separate from hers. Bruno watched my mouth for words but none 
came. Instead I laid my hand on the doorknob and turned it slowly, half-hoping it was locked. It 
wasn’t. It never was. 
 A cold breeze hit me as soon as I opened the door. Bruno and I squinted down into the 
bowels of the house, but it was no use — everything beyond the third stair was made invisible by 
the grey dark. Bruno cleared his throat; neither of us moved. I didn’t know what awful 
possibilities kept his legs from moving him forward. My paralysis, on the other hand, was 
because of the past, not the unknown future. A memory — the memory of a hand in mine. A hand 
I couldn’t see. I put my hands in my pockets as if to ward off the touch of ghostly fingers. 
Enough years had passed since my last trip to the basement that I’d successfully explained away 
what had happened. Well, mostly. The remembered chill that went through my body when… 
whatever it was had touched my hand still nagged at me from time to time. It came to me then, 
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standing at the top of the stairs. The descent looked endless. I grabbed onto the doorframe with 
one hand and leaned into the darkness.  
 A warm puff of air hit my neck and I jumped. 
 “Oh, I — Sorry…” Bruno said, stepping back. Apparently he’d been peeking over my 
shoulder trying to see what was down there. He needn’t have bothered though — it was like a 
cave without torches; the nothingness grew more complete the further down you gazed. I took 
the first stair. I was surprised and a little unsettled when it did not creak. Bruno took each stair as 
my foot left it. A low murmur grew louder as I descended. Voices, only just above a whisper. 
Bruno’s foot missed the edge of the next step and he fell into me from behind. I gripped the 
banister just in time to not roll the rest of the way down. Splinters split my palm and I cried out. 
The murmuring stopped. Bruno held himself up with one hand against the dirty wall; the other 
clutched the front of his hoodie. He huffed and puffed air back into his lungs. I peeked my head 
through the opening wedge of space between the basement ceiling and the bannister. That single 
bulb still dangled, the only source of light, and still it did about as good a job lighting the room 
as a match would. A soft triangle illuminated Jane’s back. She was hunched over a table, straight-
armed and snorting messily. I figured it was just her sinuses acting up since pollen now floated in 
and out of the house through doors that were almost always open in the run up to summer. Jane 
was wrapped in a green mist that shimmered in the short supply of light. She threw her head 
back and another wet inhale followed. The mist around her head lessened. Bruno tapped me on 
the shoulder and gestured at her in question; I shrugged. I descended the last of the stairs and 
walked towards her. Bruno, who had never been in the basement before, wandered around in 
awe. His thumb squeaked loudly across the surface of a jar as he wiped some dust from it. He 
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picked the jar up and held it to the light, but the water was too murky with rot to make out what 
was inside. A lumpy pile of unknown substance knocked against the glass as Bruno turned the 
container this way and that for a better look. Jane didn’t turn around.  
 “Hey,” I said quietly. I put my hand on her shaking back. “Whatchu doin’?”  
 She turned around, but leaned against the table away from the cone of light from the bulb. 
Red beads were scattered in no particular pattern on her skirt. Jane lifted an arm to her face and 
slid it beneath her nose. When she lowered it to clutch the table, I saw a smear the same color as 
the beads on her skirt. My stomach lurched; I grabbed her and pulled her into the light. Blood 
covered her from nose to chin. A few drops had splattered the collar of her blouse, red on orange. 
She held her eyes open wide and let a dreamy smile curl her lips. She looked on fire.  
 “Wot the —?” Bruno, startled at the sight of her, dropped what was in his hand. Ugly 
grey balls exploded from the shattered jar and thunked wetly in different directions. Gall stones. 
 “Ms. Dean was showing me something,” Jane said. She was utterly serene. I heard Bruno 
step closer and knock into another of the mouldering bookcases that still jutted from the walls. 
Other oddities imprisoned in glass shuddered and clinked.  
 “I fought… in’t she dead?”  
 Jane’s wild eyes landed on him. He backed into a stuffed calf with too many legs and 
yelped. Jane’s teeth seemed whiter beside the blood on her lips. 
 “So?” she replied.  
 I felt air on my neck once more and slapped at it, annoyed. I was ready to punch Bruno in 
the arm for breathing on me again… except that he was already too far away for me to feel his 
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breath. I whirled around and caught what looked like an afterimage of a large woman in a t-shirt 
and plaid jacket. She blinked and smiled, then faded away.  
 “Ms… Ms. D?” I backed into the center of the room, away from the spot where… 
something had hovered behind me, until I tread on my sister’s toes. I spun around to apologize, 
but she didn’t make a sound. For some reason I was out of breath.   
 “What do you do down here all the time?” I whispered, half insane. 
 “I learn,” she said. Then she tilted her head and considered me. “But what do you care?” 
 I grabbed her by the shoulders and shook. She let her head fall backward on her neck and 
hang there. Her eyes glistened, drinking in some sublime vision. I didn’t dare look up for fear of 
what I’d see. It wasn’t that I didn’t care — of course I did. I was just trying to make things easier 
for both of us. That’s what I told myself. But she could peel me with her eyes and see it 
underneath, that I was trying to make things easier for me, not us. It had been fine before, when 
we were little and I was protecting us both. Because I had known what I was protecting. But this 
person in front of me was only an inch from unrecognizable. I couldn’t justify her actions 
anymore because I didn’t even know for sure what they were. I didn’t want to know. So I stayed 
away, still claiming a love greater than any the world had ever known while living at a coward’s 
distance from her, my great love. She walked away from me without waiting for me to let go of 
her. She seemed to know just where to step, her feet just missing every gallstone. Bruno was still 
hunched above the wreck of the jar he’d dropped, hands hovering over the wet rubble, trying to 
decide if he could stand to touch it. Jane climbed the stairs. 
 I leapt over the stones and ran after her. The door was ajar. I stopped and heard a voice 
that made the milk from breakfast curdle in my gut. I bounded the rest of the way upstairs.  
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 “— lookin' good.” 
 Jane stared Max down. He was the only one other than me who didn't flinch away when 
she stared. But he did break eye-contact to stare at me once I came through the door. 
 “Oh man, you were both down there?” He elbowed his largest crony in the ribs. The kid 
winced, then pursed his lips and made kissy noises at us. The other three minions laughed. Max 
licked his lips as he stepped forward. I braced myself for spit in my face, a hand between my legs 
or up my shirt, any of the Max specials. It didn’t matter what he tried to do to me (and he only 
ever tried) as long as he stayed away from —  
 He ran fingertips down her cheek. His nails were jagged after being bitten down. He 
didn’t ask why her face was awash in blood. He didn’t care. He put his freckled mouth next to 
her ear and whispered, “So who came first?” I was moving before I knew what I would do. “She 
make you scream? Huh, Jane?” He stuck his tongue into her hair. I grabbed him by the throat and 
pushed him up against the wall.  
 “Fuck off, Max,” I said through my teeth. He stuck his tongue out and touched the too-
close tip of my nose with it. A hand pulled me off of him.  
 “Wot’s goin’ on, Jill?” Bruno stood between me and Max, his back to me in an effort to 
protect. No one had ever done that for me before. I suddenly wanted to touch him, but I didn’t 
know why. Max shoved Bruno into me.  
 “Fuck off, Britney, nobody asked for you,” he said. He stood over Bruno, who’d started 
to help me up.   
 “Jus’ go on an’ mind your business, alright? They ain’t done nuffink to you,” Bruno said. 
I’m sure it seemed like a reasonable request before he said it. After he said it, Max kicked him in 
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the stomach. I leapt on Max and yanked him backwards. He spun around and punched me in the 
jaw. 
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Chapter Thirty 
 I shook my head like a wet dog and my jaw clicked. It wasn't broken — just hurt like 
hell. I wound up for a retaliation shot, then heard the thud of footsteps nearby. It was only Jane 
leaving us to ourselves, but I was rattled. Apparently Max shared my fear of getting in trouble 
with Tabby or Emmett or any other grownup about their usual business. 
 “Let’s go somewhere else,” he said, and nodded towards the basement door. 
 “Not a lot of space down here.” Max led the way downstairs. I walked close behind him 
with Bruno behind me; Max’s boys brought up the rear. The bulb still cast its lonely glow from 
the middle of the ceiling. We spread ourselves out as best we could. Eric — or Alvin, I don’t 
remember; Max’s inner circle changed so frequently that even he called his “friends” by the 
wrong names — slipped on a gallstone and bumped into one of Ms. Dean’s jarred horrors. He 
made a noise between a grunt and a scream. Max pulled a face and lifted an imaginary skirt in 
terror. “Don’t be such a candyass,” he said to Eric-Alvin, whose eyes drifted to his shoes and 
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stayed there while his other friends chuckled uneasily. “Y’know, Jill,” Max began, leaning 
against the table I now knew to be covered in my sister’s blood. “We don’t have to fight. I 
mean…” He got up and sauntered towards me. He crushed a gallstone underfoot. “I’m sure 
there’s other, better ways for us to work things out.” He walked until our chests bumped. His 
breath was still sweet with the scent of maple syrup. He tucked some hair behind my ear. I 
clenched my jaw. “Don’t pretend you don’t think about it,” he said in a silky whisper. “I mean, 
munching your sister’s carpet probly gets old, huh?” 
 I shoved him away as hard as I could. He stumbled back into the table, but his horrible 
laugh rang out nevertheless. Whether they’d actually heard what he’d said, I couldn’t tell, but 
Max’s buddies joined in the laughter until its harsh chorus hurt my ears.  
 “Fuck you,” I said. 
 “Don’t I wish!” Max yelled. “But hey,” he said, quieting. He yanked his shirt over his 
head. A dense smattering of brown freckles covered his pasty torso. He had a small pooch, 
leftover baby fat I figured, but the rest was wiry and taut. “Since you’ll only touch me if we’re 
fighting, let’s fight.”  
 Bruno made to step in front of me, but I pushed him gently aside.  
 “Diss is stupid. Juss leave ‘im,” he pleaded.  
 “Juss leave ‘im,” Max mimicked.  
 Bruno glared at Max, then turned back to me. “Seriously, let’s juss go. You don’ hafta do 
diss.” 
 “Hey, look!” said another one of the boys. He held up an ancient pair of boxing gloves. A 
chewed up mouthguard green with mold dangled from its laces. Max grinned, stuck out his hand 
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and beckoned. His obedient lackey handed them over. Max clapped them like classroom erasers; 
a cloud of dust bloomed in the air and scattered away from the light to settle in secret corners of 
the room. I inhaled the odor of ages past. It made me dizzy. Max slipped his hands into the 
gloves and struck them together once more.  
 “Yeah. I like this. Anymore in there?” he asked. The boy dug through the same box of 
odds and ends until he found another, larger pair.  
 “You want these ones?” he asked his leader. 
 Max studied the new pair of gloves, then the ones he already wore. He smirked and I 
knew what he’d say. 
 “Nah. I like mine. Give those to the lady.”  
 His friend threw the gloves to me and I oofed as they hit me in the stomach. The things 
felt like they weighed at least fifty pounds. I fumbled with the laces and knew Max was loving 
every second of it.  
 “Help me with these,” I said to Bruno. 
 “Jill…” 
 I threw the gloves at him to shut him up. He frowned, but unlaced them without another 
word. I made spades of my hands and thrust them in his direction. As soon as he laced them up, I 
let my gloved hands drop to my sides. Either gravity or the devil tried pulling me to my knees, 
but I held myself upright with every ounce of strength I had. Max was all teeth. 
 “What’s wrong, Jill? Too much for you?” 
 Somehow, I found it in me to grin. “Not at all, Buttercup. I’m happy to take on whatever 
you can’t handle.”  
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 That one stuck in his craw. His smile withered while mine grew.  
 “Next time you open your mouth it’ll be to beg for mercy, cunt-licker,” he said. 
 “We’ll see who’s left beggin’, Maxine,” I replied. 
 Like a bull, he came at me. I didn’t even see his first shot, but I felt it under my chin. An 
uppercut sandwiched my tongue between my teeth and shut my eyelids bottom to top. My skull 
vibrated like a struck bell. I tried to lift my hands to my face, but they were too heavy. There was 
a ringing in my brain that wouldn’t stop. Max’s buddies hooted and clapped. I spat on the 
concrete floor.  
 “Ooh, I think I saw a little blood. That hurt you?”  
 Oh, it’s on, now. I ran at him and slammed my forehead into his. Max fell back into a 
stack of photo albums. One of his boys gasped. My head felt like someone had beat it with a 
mallet, but I didn’t care. I stared down at Max in triumph. His eyes were blank, glazed by shock. 
After a few seconds, he raised a glove to his head and winced. 
 “Fuckin’ bitch,” he said. He was really het up now. He scrambled to his feet and swung 
on me again, but I backed out of range before he could get me. I swayed my hips, twisting from 
side to side to get some momentum going. My hands swung higher each time. After a few twists 
I swung my right arm at him. The hit landed just below his collar bone, but not solidly enough to 
phase him. He sneered and hit me in the eye. It plunged deeper into its socket before springing 
back into place. I went to head-butt him again, but he was wise to what was coming and jumped 
back. My body was slick with sweat, my t-shirt drenched. The basement cold clung to my skin 
and sent a shiver up me. Max smiled and raised his eyebrows in suggestion. I glanced down and 
saw a bulge at his crotch. Freak. I wanted to rip his little pecker off. 
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 He ran forward again. His next blow knocked me sideways into Bruno who caught me, 
but crashed backward into the side of the staircase. He struggled to help me right myself, but I 
had him pinned against the wall. Max howled. 
 “This isn’t even a fight! Can’t even stand!” He held his stomach and laughed until no 
more sound came but tiny breaths as he fought against mirth to fill his lungs with air. A flash of 
light filled me up until I couldn’t see. I’d experienced this before, years ago, only this time, the 
white light drained and left everything in disgustingly high definition. For a few seconds, I saw 
every crease in every person, every thing. The short, blonde follicles of Eric-Alvin’s baby beard 
jutted from his chin like cactus spikes, and the beginnings of smile lines bookended Max’s lips in 
ditch-deep grooves. His pores gaped like manholes. I gagged. My brain started to vibrate again, 
but not because I’d been hit; it was trying to match the frequency of every living thing in the 
room. I closed my eyes. Max’s laughter pierced my ears like a hot poker and wouldn’t stop. 
Seconds later, the sound and light quieted; everything was back to normal. I gulped musty air 
into my chest. My body felt wrung out. Bruno looked confused. 
 “You alright? You looked like you was bout to have a fit or sumfin’,” he said. My arms 
were stuck to my sides. I stumbled away from him.  
 “Pull these off me,” I said nodding down at the gloves. Relief washed over Bruno and he 
set to work freeing my hands.  
 “Aw, what’s the matter? You done getting whooped?” Max asked. He winked at Eric-
Alvin, who grinned stupidly back. Once the gloves were off me, I pulled my shirt up over my 
head. That shut everybody up. Max licked the sweat from his lips and stepped towards me. “So, 
you’re not flat-chested after all,” he said, eyeing the bandages on my chest. He looked into my 
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eyes with undisguised hunger. I threw my shirt on the floor and put up my fists. Max grinned like 
the devil. 
 He came at me again and hit me in the face. Again. Again. After his last shot, I aimed a 
fist at his liver before he could back away. It landed, but he didn’t even pause. I was lighter, but 
I’d used up so much energy just trying to stand that I couldn’t make my punches count. He struck 
me again in the mouth and I tasted blood. Sweat stung my eyes and blurred my vision. Where 
was he? Another hit to my ribs made me stagger back. No. This ain’t how this is s’posed to go. 
The light flickered hot in my chest again and the world went even wobblier than it had been. I 
hunched to my knees and heard the woosh of Max’s fist above my head. I heard him say I was 
lucky. Then all the sounds in the room began to merge into a single roar. The light in my chest 
burned hotter and I stood, bending backwards, stretching my limbs to let the heat disperse, but it 
wouldn’t. Some invisible hand held a branding iron that threatened to melt a hole in me. I begged 
and cried in my mind for the pain to stop… and it did. I bent forward, then stood to my full 
height. The world was disturbingly clear again, but this time, I waited and watched. A voice 
whispered commands to my limbs and they reacted as if their true master had returned. But the 
voice wasn’t mine. The distance between my face and Max’s fist was closing. Before it made 
contact, my hand shot up, palm out, between us. His fist landed as if on a brick wall. He looked 
at my hand, then at my face. I don’t know what he saw, but it widened his eyes and he backed 
away. But I couldn’t let him go, not now. Not ever. My zombie limbs moved forward as he 
moved back. He had almost reached the table Jane had bled on. I closed my right hand into the 
tightest fist I could make. One more whisper, and my arm shot forward. My fist struck him 
square on the cheek. His head twisted on his neck and his body tumbled like a felled tree into the 
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table. Max’s head hit the concrete floor with a smack and bounced once. As his friends 
scrambled around him, staining their shoes in the growing puddle of his blood, I held my fists up 
in victory and laughed. I knew he was dead without being told. We even now, you hear me? I 
shouted up at the ceiling in ecstasy. We even now. 
 Max’s friends shook his shoulders to try and wake him, the fools. If he had been alive, 
I’m sure their urgent jangling would only have made things worse. Eric-Alvin ran up the stairs to 
get help, and a roar met our ears as soon as he opened the door. I had come out of my reverie 
without realizing it. The rumble of footsteps continued above our heads. Was everyone looking 
for us? We hadn’t been gone that long. Eric-Alvin disappeared from the top of the stairs, no 
doubt to go see what was going on. Bruno climbed the stairs after him. When he got to the top 
and took in the scene, he beckoned me upstairs. It was chaos. Kids and grownups ran all over the 
place. As we neared the main hall, a pulsing crowd came into view. Everyone was jamming 
themselves in together trying to get to someone at the center. Bruno and I stayed close to the wall 
beside the main staircase, squishing ourselves against it whenever someone ran by. One of the 
ladies who helped out at breakfast most mornings came running out of the kitchen with a towel 
full of something I couldn’t see. Someone shouted that they’d called the ambulance and the 
police. 
 “Why’d they call the cops? What happened?” I asked as if Bruno would know any better 
than me what was going on. He shrugged and watched on. Minutes ticked by. Eventually, sirens 
sounded in the distance and the crowd broke apart. Two of the older boys carried Tabby towards 
the front door. She was unconscious. Another two men from the food crew held a bewildered 
Emmett’s arms behind his back.  
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 “I don’t know what happened!” he said over and over. “Honest, I don’t! I didn’t mean 
nuthin’!” 
 The ambulance arrived first, and EMTs hustled Tabby into the back of their vehicle. Two 
police officers ran in immediately after — apparently they had been right on the ambulance’s 
tail. Emmett was taken into custody while a few people who saw what happened were 
questioned.  
 “Hey!” I called out to one of the younger girls. “What happened?” 
 She ran over, unable to contain her delight at knowing something someone else didn’t. 
“Emmett tried to kill Tabby!” she practically screamed. “He choked her!” Before my face could 
settle into a look of utter confusion, the girl ran off to join one of the smaller groups of gossiping 
children that had formed in the foyer.  
 “The hell?” Bruno said. I searched the crowd for some kind of answer. Emmett had 
always been a low-key guy. I couldn’t remember a single time he’d expressed anything close to 
excitement, let alone anger. I said as much to Bruno. “Maybe ’e bo’lled everyfin’ up ’til ’e 
snapped?” Bruno suggested. It made about as much sense as anything, but I still wasn’t 
convinced. I continued to scan the room, ceiling to floor. My neck tingled and I looked in the 
direction of the staircase to the girl’s wing. Jane stood at the top watching the madness unfold 
below her. The look on her face was one I’d never seen before. Her cheeks were apples, and 
nearly touched the bottoms of her eyes. A feeling that seemed to surpass joy split her face in two. 
There was a word for the expression she wore, one I didn’t know back then because I’d never 
used it. Never even seen it. Euphoria. I finally knew what it looked like. 
!372
Chapter Thirty-One  
 I told Bruno I had to get back to DC. We both had jobs there, so we travelled to the 
capital together. Bruno found us a nice little out of the way hotel. Five-star, but not sat in the 
teeming middle of the city. It’s nice and all, but not really so different from other places I’ve 
stayed. Every hotel room, suite or standard, merges into a single generic picture in my mind. My 
first mark won’t be here for another week, but Bruno’s is already here drawing attention to 
himself in all the spots where the political it-crowd goes to see and be seen. This one should be 
cake for Bruno, so I’m sitting by one of several windows in our suite bordered by a marble floor 
and filigreed ceiling, awaiting his return. The city, the world, looks so quiet from up here. The 
skyline melts into the growing dark, a darkness only disturbed by small squares of light from the 
odd window and streetlamp, or ropes of neon buzzing in briefly frozen streaks from the taillights 
of cars and trucks as they glide into the night, off to a party the occupants hope will never end, or 
back to their rooms to dream of the next night out. My life could never have been that simple, at 
least according to the woman if she’s to be believed, and I don’t see why not. Somehow it 
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comforts me, knowing that no matter what, my path would never have led to me riding in one of 
those cars worrying about who I’d be sat across from at dinner. Death was my intended all along. 
 I consider showering. I already did once today, but sometimes I do it twice or more in a 
single day because I want to feel the soothing massage of hot water on my skin. I could use some 
relaxation anyhow. I spent the whole trip up here trying to decide what to say to Jane when I see 
her. Bruno tried to persuade me to drop the whole thing, but came around when I suggested she 
might not know about my being a proxy for her victims, and that she might stop killing if she 
knew. He doubts she’ll change her tune so easily, but agreed that it was worth a shot. Honestly, I 
couldn’t care less if she stopped or not — I just want to be with her. Not once in all the years that 
have passed has she ever left my mind, my heart. I want her to know that. And that I’m sorry for 
everything. For not being strong enough to save her from him. For trying too hard to save her 
from everyone else. For distancing myself from her at Neverland. I thought she’d always be 
mine, so I wasted the years I had with her in shame, only bothering to learn her body as it grew, 
but not who she’d become. I was scared, but I’m ready now. I want her back.  
 I’m halfway to the bathroom, frozen in place because I can’t decide whether or not I 
really feel like taking my clothes off. Bruno could come back at any moment, and maybe he’ll 
want to go do something fun in the low-risk dark. Then again, nothing we could do without our 
faces being seen sounds like fun to me. I’m not interested in strobe-lit night clubs, or the 
stinking, dimly lit bars where people are only near you long enough to vomit on your shoes. 
Maybe part of me does envy those glamorous normals who sit across from each other in the 
dewy glow of a fancy restaurant, in seats reserved just for them. They smile at their servers and 
laugh with abandon, heads made light by bubbles and booze, mouths tangy with hollandaise and 
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the bloody shreds of meat between their teeth. Jane could go wherever she liked and be forgotten 
if she chose, but I don’t want to be forgotten. Even if my face eventually fades from my server’s 
memory, I want the sound of my laughter to ring as clear as a bell inside his head. I want him to 
remember the sensation of my presence. The sensation… the ringing sensation… I… 
 I’m on my knees. When did that happen? The beep of a keycard sounds in the distance, 
but I’m not far from the door. 
 “Jill? Jill!” 
 The world is tilting. I can’t… see properly. Handfuls of silk duvet are in my fists and it 
feels so nice. The threads are side by side, minuscule etchings, no, worms, a livid turquoise with 
single lines of darkest indigo snuck in between. I try to pluck the threads with my finger nails, 
but they don’t make a sound. My throat is being hacked open. I grab my neck, try to scream but I 
can’t. Try to stem the flow of blood, but there is none.  
 “Jill?” He has my shoulders. He slaps my cheek lightly. Bruno. He has whirlpools at the 
center of each eye. Wave upon wave of stormy sea blue crashes at the black edges of his irises 
before swirling down into the black. I want to fall in. Drown. I clutch my stomach. Things are 
falling out of it. Ropes, bundles. My guts. They’re being pulled out of me, hand over hand. Stop. 
Stop! Pain is everywhere. My arms are coming off. My legs. Fingers press into the corners of my 
eyes and push until the bands of muscle holding them in place pop and they are ripped from my 
skull. I don’t know where to put my hands. I have to hold everything in. I have to keep it in place 
or I’ll fall apart. Please. 
 “Jill, for God’s sake  — say something to me!” 
!375
 I shove him aside and he hits the wall with a boom that shakes the floor. I run for the 
door, my invisibly hanging intestines catching on the toes of my shoes. I yank on the handle until 
I can hear the splinter of heavy wood being ripped from its hinges. I need to get out of here. I 
have to escape. My vision leaps between blinding white and ultra-vivid snaps of the world 
around me. Hotel hallway. Cream carpet with cranberries repeating from here to the elevator. A 
wailing pierces through my agony like an alarm. I can’t place it. I can see screaming faces in 
front of me. One of them belongs to that woman who attacked me at the brothel. Blood is 
smeared across her cheeks and she is angry. She is coming for me. I pull out my gun and fire at 
her three times. For one beautiful second, the screaming stops.  
 Then it resumes and is louder than any sound I have ever heard. 
 Another woman is emptying her lungs in earsplitting terror. Her pitch climbs higher and 
higher even as she sobs. I need it to stop. Her face is clean; no blood. Until I blow her brains out.  
 “What did you do?!” 
 It’s Bruno. He screams his throat raw, but I can’t make out anymore words. Every sound, 
every color… every sense of mine is being assaulted. I whip my head around in search of 
something, anything, that will stop this. My gun is part of me now, an extension of my arm and I 
swing it through the air, looking for my target. But I’ve become someone else’s. BLAM! 
 A tiny ball of searing heat collides with my right eye and explodes on impact. I can feel 
it, the jelly from my destroyed eye, glopped across the bridge of my nose. On me when it’s 
meant to be in me. Put it back, I command. The jelly slithers across my nose, up my chin and 
cheek, out of my hair… and back into my eye. I am whole again.  
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 “WHAT?” Bruno screams. He stares at me in awe, but I can only laugh. My knees buckle 
and I breathe like I might never get the chance to again. I am spent. My gun is on the floor, so I 
make one with my fingers and point it at him.  
 “Bang,” I say. And everything goes black. 
* * * 
 The ambulance left without Eric-Alvin telling the EMTs about Max. I think he was in 
denial, never having seen Max laid out before. Instead, he and his friends spent the rest of the 
day kneeling in Max’s blood, oscillating between shaking their fallen leader’s shoulders and 
staring hard, willing him to wake up. One of the adult employees there spotted me in the 
mayhem and charged me with helping to get the kids under control. I was forced to push Max to 
the back of my mind until it was time to get ready for bed. What I felt for him went beyond 
contempt, but I didn’t want him dead and I hadn’t meant to kill him. I hoped against hope 
throughout the day that I was wrong and his friends had managed to wake him. He might have a 
killer headache, but at least he’d be alive. Whenever I managed to catch Eric-Alvin’s eye that 
day, he shot me a dark look — the others avoided me altogether. Bruno went back down to the 
basement whenever he wasn’t busy trying to help me wrangle the other kids. He’s the one who 
confirmed to me at the end of the day that Max never did wake up. So many times that night — 
as I brushed my teeth beside her, as I chose a nightshirt, as I pulled back the corner of my 
comforter, and as I lay in the dark failing to sleep — I wanted to ask Jane about what happened 
earlier with Emmett and Tabby. I wanted to know how that connected with what happened to me 
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in the basement. But I didn’t ask. Why bother asking what I already knew? Besides, I told 
myself, she’d probably respond with some cryptic shit that wasn’t even really an answer when 
you got right down to it. And how would I explain it to the others, what happened to Max? 
Would I end up in jail? I turned all of this over in my mind, counting the words like sheep, but 
got no closer to falling asleep. The windows at the feet of our beds were open a few inches to let 
in the sound of crickets and the burnt sugar smell of the Katsura trees Ms. Dean’s family had 
planted decades ago. I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. I was so lost in my own thoughts, 
I didn’t notice them picking the lock. 
 The door flew open.  
 They didn’t speak, even as we struggled. They wore hoods and were covered nose to chin 
with bandanas, but I knew who they were — Max’s gang. Eric-Alvin hauled me out of bed while 
I kicked and screamed. I recognized his height and bulk. He wrestled me to the ground and 
punched me in the mouth. The other two had pounced on Jane in the meantime.  I watched their 
dark shapes converge upon her as Eric-Alvin gagged me with a balled up bandana from his back 
pocket and tied a scarf tightly around my head to keep the gag in place. Jane grunted with the 
effort of twisting her body away from them, but she was no match. Tabby was the only adult who 
lived at the house with us — the others all went home in the evenings; she typically relied on us 
older kids for any backup she might need after hours. But after the ordeal with Emmett, she was 
exhausted and turned in almost as soon as she got back from the hospital. Her bedroom was on 
the ground floor, away from ours, so if anyone wanted her, they’d have to go get her. I tried to 
scream through the gag, but by the time the sounds I choked out made it through all that cloth, 
there wasn’t much left of them. To my ears, my screams sounded like they were traveling from 
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the opposite end of a long tunnel. As I tried and failed to make a noise somebody would hear, 
Jane gave up struggling, quietly rose from her bed, and let herself be led out the door by the 
other two.  
 I went as wild as I could in an effort to wake somebody up, and to make it impossible for 
him to take me anywhere, but he punched me in the stomach and I went limp. He immediately 
twisted my arms behind my back and tied them together with another bit of cloth. A lug of a boy 
at fifteen, Eric-Alvin hoisted me up and held me around my middle as he guided me out ahead of 
him, our bodies separated only by my bound hands. The main hall was blue with shadow and 
moonlight. Jane and her captors trudged ahead of me, down the hallway that led to the basement. 
We neared the basement door, but continued past it. Tabby’s door was on the right but I couldn’t 
see any light coming from beneath the door. I regained a bit of fight and squirmed like there was 
no tomorrow which, as far as I could tell, was exactly what they had planned. Eric-Alvin 
squeezed me in a vice grip until I settled down. We continued to the end of another quiet hallway 
where a french door led outside. 
 Around the house and through the sugar maple woods we walked until we reached the 
fence to the backyard. The boys led Jane through and Eric-Alvin carried me across the threshold. 
They walked us to the rightmost edge where three stakes jutted from the ground like maypoles. 
Someone was tied to one of them. Bruno. He too was bound and gagged. When he saw us, he 
twisted his body hard in every direction in an effort to get loose but it made no difference. Jane 
stood with her back to the third stake and allowed her handlers to tie her to it without a word. I 
on the other hand continued to fidget, inviting another gut punch from Eric-Alvin who then tied 
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me to the stake in the middle with some old rope he probably found in the basement. He stepped 
back among his friends to survey their handy-work. Jane, Bruno, and I were in the Witch Circle. 
!380
Chapter Thirty-Two 
 There’s heat on my face. Not scalding — just warm. But a concentrated warmth, as 
through a magnifying glass. Takes me a few seconds to notice my eyes and lips are closed in that 
long-shut way of forgotten library books. The air I take in brings the staleness on my tongue into 
sharper focus. The corners of my mouth are crusted and my lips are ashy. Too much air, not 
enough moisture. I crick my neck a bit and am suddenly aware of my other muscles and their 
stillness. I roll my shoulders, then point the blades against whatever firm, but cushioned surface 
I’m propped against. I arch my spine.  
 “Where are we?”  
 “Your sister’s place,” Bruno says from beside me. I rub my eyes before finally opening 
them in his direction. We’re in his rental car. Out the passenger-side window, I see a familiar 
corner, but can’t spot the big house run by that Edith woman. I sit up straighter, eyes combing the 
landscape for the imposing old mansion that had been so hard to miss.  
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 “Where…?” I try to climb into the backseat to look out the back window — maybe I’m 
facing the wrong way? — but my movements are limited because I’m strapped in.  
 “Hey, juss… si’down, will ya? It’s roun‘na corner.” Bruno points forward, then hooks his 
finger left. His words travel all the way from South London. He must be really and truly rattled. 
Shame blooms in me as bits and pieces of what happened when I was last awake emerge from 
my memory. I hurt him, didn’t I? 
 “B… I’m sorry. Really sorry, I —” He holds up a hand to silence me.  
 “Doun’ worry, iss… well. It ain’ fine by a long shot, but… it wan’ your fault, OK?” he 
says. A bandage with a pink polkadot of blood which darkens at its center is plastered to his 
forehead, and there’s gauze looped round his neck which continues beneath his shirt. I punch my 
thigh until it stings. Bruno grabs my wrist, holds it still. He wants to say something, I can tell. He 
scrunches his lips together, bracing himself. “You killed a civ, dough. Two. Well,” he hesitates. 
“One and a half, anyway.” I gape at him. My head shudders back and forth on its own. No. 
Nonononono. 
 “I know you din’ mean to,” he says quietly. His accent starts to recede. “S’why I hadta 
get you outta there.”  
 Tears plunk onto my pant legs in splashy puddles. I cover my eyes with my hands to stop 
the flow, but something gives way in me and soon I’m bent forward, head against the glove 
compartment, sobbing and drooling into my open palms. I didn’t mean to. God, no, I didn’t. It 
was my sister’s doll-sized roommate I was shooting at. At least, I’d thought it was her. My hands 
are as full of salt water as if I’d dipped them into the ocean. It runs down my wrists and sneaks 
past the cuffs of my shirt. I can’t breathe deeply enough, and each time I exhale, more tears 
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come. Bruno lets me cry, his hand a reassuring weight on my back. Where is she? I have to tell 
her. I have to tell her to stop this. I unlock the door and push it open. 
 “Wait!” he shouts, leaning over me to pull the door shut. 
 “What I need to wait for?” I exclaim. 
 “She’s not there,” he replies. I don’t understand. “She got taken away. She did everyone 
in there,” he says, nodding in the direction of the house. “’S a blood bath. Police tape an’ cops 
an’ news outlets all over that place. Prob’ly why you wen’ so mental last night.”  
 She killed them all? “Jesus…” I whisper.  
 “I know we doun’ exactly cut grass for a living, but I bet I’d lose my lunch if I saw what 
was left ‘a them.” 
 None of this makes sense to me. 
 “Why’d she let herself get caught?” 
 Bruno shrugs. “I have no fuckin’ clue what she’s up to. She could’ve slipped away with 
no one the wiser. I mean, she’s been doing that all along, in’t she? But I saw her being shuffled 
off by the cops on TV this morning before I brought you here. Even heard her name on NPR.” 
 “They know her name?”  
 “Yep.” Bruno raises his eyebrows and nods, observing with some satisfaction how 
flabbergasted I am by this news. “You go runnin’ out there now, an they’ll pounce on you before 
you can blink. Then we’ll both be blown.”  
 Words start on my tongue, but dissolve before they can become themselves. Why would 
she do this? Give up her freedom, her security. For what? 
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 “Where they lock her up at?” I try to sound casual in my asking. Maybe if I can wrestle 
my voice into normalcy, I can convince myself that these happenings are normal, too. And 
shouldn’t they be? After everything we’ve been through?  
 “She’s at Munn’s,” he says. I squint at him. 
 “The loony bin?” 
 He nods. “Guess that’s the one trick she played on ‘em. Got ‘em to send her there 
instead‘a jail while she waits for ’er trial. Open an’ shut, that’ll be. Then again,” he says, rubbing 
the stubble on his chin, “after what she done to all them people in there, maybe she didn’t 
have’ta pull no one’s marionette strings to get herself put there. They prob’ly knew right off 
that’s where she belonged.”  
 “What we waitin’ on then?” I ask. Bruno sighs.  
 “Jill,” he says. I have to wait a long time for him to say anything else. In that window of 
waiting, Bruno flexes the hand with the weird scar on it, then lays it flat on his leg, fingers 
spread. “Everything you’ve been through, ’s cause of her. Now she’s locked up. Finally. That’s 
our problems solved, yeah?” 
 “Our problems?” I ask, scrunching my nose. Bruno’s eyes flash. 
 “Yeah. Our problems. I’ve been with you since we was kids. Fixin’ you up after every 
mental thing that happened. Keepin’ you out of sight of the wrong people. Caring for you — ” 
 “You make me sound like a damn invalid.” 
 “Aren’ you?!” he says. His eyes are lunatic-wild, searching my face for something. 
“You’re as crazy as she is! The on’y difference is you seem’na feel bad abou’ it every once in 
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awhile!” I’m glowering at him before I know I’m doing it; the painfully deep creases in my face 
alert me to my expression. 
 “I always feel bad ’bout what I’ve done!” 
 “You still doin’ it, though, in’tcha?” he asks, his voice in the high register of reproof. 
“Wot’sat all abou’ anyway? Huh? Why we doin’nis? Why’d you insist on doin’nis? And always 
askin’ for more jobs. More, more! After everyfin’at happened. This is the worst possible line of 
work, aside from wot she’s been up to.” He jerks his head disdainfully in the direction of the 
brothel now swarming with news teams and cop cars.  
 “Well, nobody asked you to stick around,” I say with a contempt that shocks even me. 
Bruno’s face loses all its edges, practically falls into his lap. A thick silence lay upon us, holding 
our bodies still. 
 “No,” he says, after an eternity, into the quiet, a thoroughly dismal grin curling his lips. 
“No you didn’t, did you.”  
 There is nothing, no I’m sorry great enough to bridge the chasm between us now. I want 
to reach across the space where the gearshift sits, an impartial island, and let him know I didn’t 
mean it. But I stop myself. He won’t look at me.  
 The harsh hands of sirens pound my eardrums hard as another two patrol cars screech 
around the corner toward the scene. The hum of an active crowd reaches us even through the 
thickness of the windshield.   
 “I thought they’d have cleared everybody outta here by now,” I say. Bruno knows I’ve 
changed the subject on purpose. His face is slack with resignation. I don’t know exactly how 
long he stares at me, unnameable emotions rioting beneath his placid face.  
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 “Caused an uproar,” he says finally, facing front. London is gone; American English now. 
He puts his hands on the wheel but the car remains off. “Everybody’s got something to say about 
what happened, though if they’d actually seen anything, they wouldn’t be alive to talk about it.” 
The silence returns. Unfurls and settles like a cat between us.  
 “Come on,” I say. And Bruno doesn’t argue. Doesn’t even respond. The key turns and 
we’re off… 
 Down the rabbit hole. 
* * * 
  
 I couldn’t say anything. Could barely breathe. Eric-Alvin pulled his hood down to reveal 
a dark crown of bedhead; the other two followed suit. He took his time undoing the bandana 
covering his mouth — that or his clumsy fingers took a while to figure out the knot. When he 
finally managed to uncouple the cloth’s ends, he yanked it away with a magician’s flourish, as if 
I didn’t already know who the hell he was. The three boys slid flashlights from the pockets of 
their hoodies and trained them on each of us. They had become three anonymous, hostile 
silhouettes. Eric-Alvin, the biggest, cleared his throat. 
 “You know why you’re here.” His voice edged into the night, a mockery of confidence. I 
hoped it would somehow carry back to the house, but no noise came from the direction of the 
back door. No lights came on. He stood with his legs together and his chin high. I could tell 
because what he said seemed to come down at me in an arch from above. But I heard his voice 
wobble between you’re and here. “You killed our friend,” he said to me. I laughed through the 
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bandana shoved down my throat until I nearly choked. Friend was a strong word, wasn’t it? I 
was glad, though, that none of our kidnappers seemed to hear me. “Now you have to burn, witch. 
You and your lesbo sister and your funny-talkin' friend.” The smallest boy, thin and wearing 
clothes much too big for him, who stood directly to Eric-Alvin’s left, tapped his de facto leader’s 
arm. Eric-Alvin bent down and the boy whispered something into his ear. “Yes, we have to,” 
Eric-Alvin replied. “Don’t be a candyass,” he said, borrowing the phrase used against him only 
hours earlier. The little boy stepped back into his original position. He slumped a bit and moved 
the beam of his flashlight through the grass at his feet. The third boy, between Eric-Alvin and the 
shorter boy in both height and age, held himself as stiffly as possible. He looked like a soldier 
awaiting orders. Bruno coughed wetly around his gag. Frogs belched in time with the crickets 
forming a seemingly endless racket that made me fight even harder against the rope burning my 
wrists with every defiant jerk of my body. The littlest boy kicked at a rock on the ground. 
 “Max was a good guy,” Eric-Alvin said. He didn’t even like you, I scream through the 
bandana. “Didn’t take shit from anybody. And he looked out for us. And showed us how to look 
out for ourselves after our own folks didn’t want us no more.” By spitting in people’s food? And 
grabbing girls by their tits and kicking guys in the balls? By making the boys who were supposed 
to be his friends feel two inches tall every chance he got? Fuck Max, I thought. I saw him lick his 
lips in my mind and retched against the cloth in my mouth, then I retched again because my first 
had had nowhere to go. “Stupid to struggle; you won’t get free,” Eric-Alvin said. The beam of 
light from his flashlight trembled. “Anyway… you deserve this.” His manner was almost 
religious. He put me in mind of the preacher from Grandma’s church who spoke so assuredly on 
matters no one could possible know. The truth was I didn’t believe for one second that I deserved 
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this. Max was an asshole. I didn’t mean to kill him, but I wasn’t sorry he was dead either. The 
impact of that realization was strange and sudden; I went limp under the weight of it.  
 Fuck… maybe I did deserve this. 
 “Gimmie the can, Eddie.” The rigidly upright boy shifted the beam of his flashlight onto 
a gas can clothed in rust sat in the grass by his ankles that I recognized from my time spent in the 
garage. He moved like a windup doll, bending his torso to pick it up and practically marching to 
deliver it into Eric-Alvin’s outstretched hand before returning to his place beside the little one. 
Bruno strained to push a low, guttural noise of protest through the gag in his mouth. Turning my 
head, I could just see him to my right squirming violently against his stake. There was no 
movement to my left. Jane had not moved once since being tied to her post, except perhaps to 
blink. She wasn’t gagged like me and Bruno were; probably because she had come willingly. I’d 
never thought of her as someone eager to die. She was so involved in her mysterious doings, up 
early every morning, never back until lights-out. She was driven — by what, I didn’t know, but 
something clearly motivated her. Her inner life had become more, not less, of an enigma to me as 
we’d gotten older. Had she reached a point of despair so great that she welcomed the end? Had I 
caused that with my shame? My stubborn distance? I got as much of her in my line of sight as 
my awkwardly angled neck would allow. She stared straight ahead, her face blank in that old 
way. The smell of the trees overwhelmed me as I recalled every moment with her that I’d ever 
held dear. Was this, I wondered, what the end smelled like when shared with your beloved? The 
rich mineral scent of earth mixed with the fragrance of Katsura leaves brought me back to 
autumn nights at the North Carolina State Fair. Hot sugar being spun into sweet cotton; the 
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mulch of dirt, acorns and leaves underfoot; the bracing chill in the air as we spun on the ferris 
wheel and leaned our grinning bodies over the lap-bar into the wind.  
 Something cool splashed my face. I opened my eyes, not remembering when I’d closed 
them, to find Eric-Alvin splashing gasoline around my feet. He moved on to douse Bruno with 
his holy liquid. My eyes stung as I tried to blink the drops away. The stench of the fluid on my 
skin instantly engulfed every other odor. The fluid dripped from Jane’s chin onto the blades of 
grass about her feet which gleamed in the moonlight.  
 Eric-Alvin dropped the can on the ground beside him where it toppled over, its remains 
sloshing like ocean waves inside. He pulled something small from his pocket and flicked it to life 
with his thumb. I twisted myself towards Jane and called her name — what came out instead was 
a bellowing from the deepest parts of me, a tortured howl meant to encapsulate everything I felt: 
I’m sorry. I’m sorry for everything and I’m not ashamed. I promise. I love you. I love you more 
than anything, please believe me. Please forgive me.  
 She turned to me with eyes like glass. “I love you, too,” she said. The words, like her 
expression, were unknowable, their dimensions overlapping, fathomless. I didn’t understand 
what had just passed between us, but I ached to. That’s when Eric-Alvin threw his lighter to the 
ground.  
 Flames sprang to life. They met in a ring around the three of us and danced savagely. Inch 
by inch they crawled into the circle to meet our feet as if Eric-Alvin were controlling them and 
wanted to make us mad with fear but slowly, slowly. The flames behind us worked faster than 
those in front, gobbling the oxygen by my hands and licking the air around them. The skin of my 
fingers got hotter and hotter until I screamed. My tears were sucked from my eyes by the heat 
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before they could properly fall. I curled my toes as far beneath the shelter of my feet as I could as 
the flames closed in. I couldn’t see through the haze of smoke and fire; couldn’t hear above the 
roar of burning. My pajama bottoms were catching. My legs were boiling underneath. I was 
aware of nothing but the white hot shriek of every nerve. My skin bubbled. Melted. 
 A figure stepped into the flames. Tall, bulky. I couldn’t see who it was. Couldn’t see 
anything. I closed my eyes. Hollered through the cloth that mercifully had not yet begun to burn. 
The bonds around my wrists snapped free. I didn’t think to question it, merely brought my hands 
forward and writhed, deranged with fear, to force the rope about my chest, legs and ankles free. 
The rope around my chest snapped. Then my legs. My ankles. And I ran, leaping through the 
ring of fire that surrounded us. I fell to my knees choking. My throat still burned with smoke. I 
rolled in the grass until the flames attached to me sputtered out. I shifted my body a little at a 
time to avoid more pain, but I couldn’t feel much at all. My nerves had been pushed to their 
limits and beyond, and now existed in a state of quiet shock. I gazed into the flames where two 
figures steadily crumpled, paralyzed by anguish. How? How did I get free but she…? I jerked 
my head once, twice, trying to wake myself from this nightmare. I stuck out the arm I wasn’t 
laying on, plunged my fingers into the grass, and pulled… but I couldn’t move myself forward. I 
pulled harder, tangled my fingers in every blade of grass I could reach and used my toes to push. 
My body ground against the soil as I strained to move forward. Stop. 
 The word came from inside my head, but the voice wasn’t mine. I propped my chin in the 
dirt, then turned to my right. Dark feet, bare, with toes I’d know anywhere, were inches from my 
nose. With impossible effort, I rolled onto my back. And there she was. Unharmed, but for a 
nightshirt ragged and charred black at the edges. I rolled my head away from her to confirm a 
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sudden suspicion. Bruno lay unconscious in the dirt at my other side. But who…? As soon as I 
had the thought, I understood. I flipped onto my stomach and peered into the flames. I don’t 
know why I hadn’t noticed before… the smallness of the figure at the leftmost stake. The other 
one, Eddie, was ablaze before the post Jane had been tied to. But the stake in the center burned 
with no human ornament smoldering to ash in front of it. Where was Eric-Alvin? I pushed 
myself onto my knees to look at my sister whose eyes were already boring into me. Light played 
across her face. From both directions. I shifted my weight, freeing one calf at a time and 
stretching it in the grass before me, my back to the Witch Circle. Neverland was on fire. Flames 
licked the bricks greedily and roared like an excited crowd as they covered the roof with their 
writhing bodies. But there were no screams either from there or the Witch Circle. I made to 
propel myself forward, but my limbs wouldn’t respond. An invisible hand held me in place. Kept 
my screams trapped inside my chest. Save them, I cried in my mind. Save them! She made my 
head swivel in her direction. Because I could not. I, like everyone, was under her control. Tears 
crept over my eyelids, finally allowed to follow their course, the only reaction she could not 
control. Or maybe she just didn’t care to. Save them, I pleaded one last time. She bared her teeth 
in the most horrid grin I had ever seen, shook her head, then turned both our faces back to the 
flames. Together, in silence, we watched Neverland burn. 
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Chapter Thirty-Three 
 He kills the engine and we sit, eyes trained on the SUV facing us, thoughts far and away. 
All told, it took us about four hours to get here, and that’s with us making a few stops along the 
way. In that time, we managed to start speaking again but the uneasiness never left us entirely. I 
didn’t make any other attempts to apologize. I decided to show him I was sorry by discussing 
future plans and including him in them. I don’t know that this is anymore than a bandaid — it 
may not prove, in the end, to be enough. If it isn’t, he can always pack up and leave. Maybe one 
day he’ll finally decide he’s through with me and do just that. And I’ll be forced to decide 
exactly what he means to me and either block his exit or watch him go. But we’ll deal with that 
when the time comes. For now, I have a different hurdle to clear. 
 The Virgil Percival Munn Asylum for the Unwell looms like a storm cloud in an 
otherwise blissfully green field. Flanked distantly by ancient looking trees and other flora I’ve 
never seen before, it looks like paradise. Except for the barbed wire fence cutting between a 
substantial bit of yard and the forest of strange plant life, forever separating the inmates from the 
wild world just on the other side. This palace of the mad is a place whose legend I imagine older 
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brothers and sisters all over the country use to terrorize siblings into doing their bidding. Don’t 
tell mom or I’ll take you to Munn’s and leave you. And no one’ll ever come back for you. Never. 
A boogey-building to haunt your dreams. With rumors of arcane treatments, the likes of which 
you don’t want to know swirling in the air each time the founder’s name is mentioned, no one 
goes there if they can help it. And anyone who does probably doesn’t want to be seen in the 
outside world again without a Nicolas Cage-style face swap and name change. Because only 
really crazy people pass through those doors. Including the people who work there. So I must be 
crazy. 
 For the billionth time, he asks me to reconsider. 
 “You really wanna do this? You’re taking a huge risk just being here, and it’s not like 
she’s goin’ anywhere. We can come back another day when we know — ” 
 I shake my head and whatever he intends to say dies on his lips. After years of chasing, 
I’ve finally caught up with her. No way am I leaving now. Bruno watches me, his face a mask of 
mourning, as I open the car door. I kick it closed without turning around. A second sentry shack 
separates the guest parking from the employee parking. After confirming with his colleague via 
radio that visiting hours are still underway, I am allowed to pass through. As I draw closer to the 
building, the lines that distinguish one brick from another become clearer. From afar, it looks like 
a series of cylinders joined side by side, like organ pipes, their plastic smoothness interrupted 
only once about halfway up each tower by a single band of glass serving as one, continuous 
window.  
 I pull out a pack of cigarettes and jam one between my lips. I don’t make a habit of it, but 
a puff or two can usually calm me down. They already know I’m here. The sentry at the gate 
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started to ask what our business there was. Then he saw my face. I know someone was alerted, 
because a jittery young woman runs out to greet me before I can start up the front steps. 
 “Mr. Warner,” she begins, hand outstretched. So they do know our name. The woman and 
I meet on a pair of middle stairs. As I shake her hand, she studies my face. Her mistake dawns on 
her. “Forgive me, Miss Warner,” she says, giving my hand two extra shakes, her voice quietly 
repentant.  
 “Don’t worry ’bout it,” I say. I tuck my hair behind my ear.  
 “Goodness,” she mumbles. I can tell she hadn’t meant to say that out loud. Her eyes dart 
to mine, then helplessly travel the length of my scar from earlobe to smile line. She blinks. 
“Right this way,” she says and starts back up the stairs to the entrance. Just before we reach the 
top, she turns to me. “We don’t allow smoking, I’m afraid.”  
 I raise my eyebrows; just that quickly, I’d forgotten the cigarette. I pull it from my lips 
and push the glowing tip into the center of my palm. The woman watches, appalled, as I push 
until the cigarette accordions in on itself. I flick the spent stick onto the manicured lawn next to 
the stairs. She clears her throat, lowers her eyes, and leads me through the doors.  
* * * 
  
 I don’t remember passing out, but I must have because I woke up on my back sometime 
later. Jane remained beside me, feet planted wide apart, admiring her masterpiece. I sat up and 
faced the smoldering wreck that was once Neverland. Bruno still lay in an unconscious heap, 
limbs folded awkwardly beneath him. 
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 I remembered the boys burning at the stake. But only two of them. “Where…?” I began. 
Jane pointed at the house. Memories I knew did not belong to me swam to mind. It was Eric-
Alvin who’d cut me free after emptying the can of gasoline over himself and his friends. After 
that, his body no longer under his control, he’d sauntered back to the house, a human torch, to set 
Neverland alight. 
 They were all dead. Every little kid I’d told off over the last couple of months for taking 
someone’s tv slot, everyone I’d served breakfast to in the cafeteria. Max and his unfortunate 
friends. And Tabby. Tabby. She’d been so nice to us, even when no one else was. Even though I 
knew she’d seen that photo, knew it in the comments she sometimes made, in the way that she 
encouraged me to get to know some of the boys. But she’d meant well, and was always ready to 
give all of us what we and she had both lacked: a mother’s warmth. I couldn’t wrap my mind 
around the thought that all those people, the kind and the disgustingly awful, were gone. It 
seemed like a tale someone had made up to tell while sat round a campfire. Except the monster, 
unbound by the shackles of story, stood by my side, her gruesome purpose fulfilled.  
 A gaping hole opened in the roof as if to howl its pain into the sky. Embers glowed, 
burrowing slowly through fallen wood beams. A thick black halo of scorched ground encircled 
the house, grass jutting stiffly up, ready to disintegrate at the slightest touch. “How could you?” 
My voice was mine again to do with as I pleased. But it was too late now.  
 “We’re free now,” she said. I couldn’t tell whether or not what she’d said was meant as a 
reply.  
 “Free from what?! We were fine! We had a home!” 
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 “We haven’t had a home in a long time,” she said. “I haven’t.” I shifted onto my knees, 
ready to stand, but she kicked me in the chest. The last of the smoke, perhaps hidden in some 
lobe or other, puffed free and I choked as I lay back in the grass. My loud gasps made Bruno stir. 
He sat up slowly, dazed. 
 “If you wanted to be free, why didn’t you just go?” Each word was separated by a 
hacking cough. “We could’ve left. You didn’t have to —” She put one foot on my chest and 
stared down at me.  
 “Hey,” Bruno said, then fell into a coughing fit himself. 
 “You don’t get it,” she said, pressing her weight into my chest. It was almost impossible 
to breathe. “This was the only way.” She removed her foot and I rolled onto my stomach. “They 
would’ve found Max, and you’d have been sent to a detention center. Then prison.” A physical 
and mental sputtering overtook me as I continued to choke air in and out. I turned her words over 
in my mind, unbelieving.  
 “You thought this was the best way to solve that problem?” I shouted, setting off another 
chain of hacking coughs. Her eyes were flat, but shined like coins. 
 “It’s how I chose to solve it,” she said. If the expression she wore was not pity, it was a 
close relative. “Now you know how it feels, Jill.” 
 “What?” I asked. Was this her idea of protection? “How what feels? I didn’t ask for this!” 
 “Exactly,” she said. At that, she turned to face the forest and began to drift as though in a 
trance in its direction. My brain was unravelling. Nothing that had happened from the time I was 
cut free until now made any sense. But I knew one thing, I couldn’t let her go. Not after she’d 
cracked me open and heard my desperate apology. Whatever happened next, we had to be 
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together. I clambered to my feet and heard Bruno stagger up behind me. He put a hand on my 
shoulder, but I shook it off. My knees buckled; I smacked my legs and forced them to move after 
her. Her retreat was not speedy, so I managed to gain on her. When I was within arms reach, she 
spun around and something brushed my face. I put my fingers to my cheek; blood capped my 
fingertips like snow on mountaintops. Her face was rigid with hatred. In her hand was the 
hunting knife Eric-Alvin had used to cut us free. Bringing my tongue to the wound from inside 
my mouth, I felt an opening. The blade had sliced through my cheek.  
 “Enough,” she said. “Leave me alone, Jill.” 
 I reached out to her with my blistered fingers. Before I could react, she stabbed the base 
of my throat.  
 “Leave. Me. Alone.” With every word, she pulled the blade higher, slicing up to my chin. 
Please. Somebody help me, I thought. She yanked the blade free and I dropped to my knees 
hands pressed against both wounds as I fought to clutch them closed. Bruno hobbled over to me 
as fast as his injuries would allow and dropped down beside me. 
 “The hell’d you do that for?” he screamed at her. He moved my hands away from my 
face and neck. “Here.” He pulled off what was left of his shirt and shred it into long strips. As he 
wrapped one around my neck, I begged her to dive into my mind, to hear again how much I 
needed her.  
 She turned her back and disappeared into the forest.  
 The smell of Bruno’s sweat covered my nose as he wrapped another piece of his shirt 
over my mouth. My tears and the blood from my cheek pulled the cloth to my wound like a 
magnet.  
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Chapter Thirty-Four 
 The orderly who led me to her room informed me that visiting hours are nearly over.  
 “It’ll be lunchtime in a little while,” she said. I suspect her cheer had been so well-
practiced that it managed to graduate into the realm of the sincere. Evidently, this place doesn’t 
have a big room where all the patients congregate to watch tv or play cards or drool into their 
own laps. They’re all too high-risk to interact with one another. So our visit, thankfully, will take 
place in the privacy of my sister’s room. Each door we pass on our way there has a small 
window to allow staff to look in on the patient inside. And I guess if the occupant ever gets sick 
of the walls in their room, they can look through the reinforced glass at the hallway beyond for a 
slight change of scenery. The place is pristine from top to bottom. I feel as if I am being led 
through an unaggressive maze. All is white or a non-threatening pastel. The hallway leading to 
Jane’s room is the color of a creamsicle. It occurs to me that this might not be such a bad place to 
spend the rest of your life. Not that anyone here has a choice.   
 “Here we are!” the orderly chirps. We face a single, light grey door. I can see her through 
the window. She balances atop her knees on the floor, feet as flat as can be beneath her bottom. 
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Her straitjacketed back is to us. There is no furniture. I ask the orderly what that’s about. “We’ve 
had… incidents in the past,” she replies. Her hesitation, too, seems rehearsed. “I know padded 
walls and straitjackets are a cliché, but they work quite well,” she says. I shrug. Makes no 
difference to me. She’s here, and she’s alive. That’s all I need.  
 The orderly unlocks the door. I expected a vertical row of padlocks, but there is only a 
single keyhole housing a sufficiently complex mechanism, the orderly assures me. “We’ll come 
get you at lunch time. Forty-five minutes,” she says, opening the door. “Any problems, just 
wave,” she indicates a camera that hangs like an overlarge arachnid from a corner of the ceiling. 
She closes the door behind me, and we are alone.  
 After so many hours, months, years thinking about her, I can’t think of anything to say. 
Luckily I don’t have to. 
 “You’ve found me,” she says without surprise. She does not turn around. I want to 
memorize every hair on her head, every bend in her joints. I want to crawl over to her and wrap 
my arms around her. 
 “Wasn’t exactly hard with you giving yourself up.” I have the urge to sit down, but 
where? I settle for leaning against one of the padded walls, which is more comfortable than I care 
to admit. Maybe I’ll get my own room in this place. She chuckles, and I wonder if it’s over what 
I just thought. “You never let yourself get caught before. Why now?” 
 “I had no choice,” she says. Her accent is still from elsewhere, sharp-edged, but her voice 
has grown honeyed and deep over time. I’m reminded of the Woman. “I can’t do it anymore. 
Look into people’s minds.” You mean control them. I snort in disbelief.  
 “Oh, you got a conscience now, huh?”  
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 She rises and I see the thick cord that connects her ankle to the wall I’m leaning against. 
She maneuvers to face me in a motion more graceful than I expect, considering. That face, so 
much like mine — chocolate chip-colored eyes, the nose not too wide, crinkled brow, a Punch & 
Judy chin somehow equally sharp and round — but not quite as full. Her unmarred cheeks are 
not as plump as mine, but she looks healthy. Her wavy bob is parted down the middle, like mine.  
 “I mean I’m not able to,” she says. “It’s gone now, whatever was in me. It went away the 
night Edith and the others died.” I don’t know that I can believe her. She won’t assign a name to 
what she was able to do, won’t call it a power. The Woman called them “abilities”; a benign term 
for something so devastating. The Woman. I should tell Jane what she told me. Will she believe 
it? I open my mouth…  
 “I saw — ” but I stop. The idea of keeping such an incredible encounter to myself thrills 
me. And if what Jane says is true, I can keep it to myself as long as I want to. Anyway, talking 
about what the Woman told me would take far more time than I have left seeing as visiting hours 
are almost over. Maybe later, once I figure out how to get her out of here… I smile to myself and 
shut my mouth. Jane raises an eyebrow in question. I shake my head and start again. “I saw 
Tommy,” I say instead. Her entire face softens.  
 “How is he?” 
 “Pretty much the same,” I say, laughing. Then I realize that I am standing in a padded 
room discussing an old friend with my sister who’s wearing a straitjacket and I laugh harder. She 
tilts her head, considering me, but doesn’t ask what I’m laughing at. “He asked about you,” I tell 
her. Her eyes slide to the opposite end of the room.  
 “Hmm,” she says. And I remember. 
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 “He said Mama moved to Norfolk.” 
 “I know,” she says. My eyes widen. 
 “Did you go there? Did you —” 
 “Find Mama?” she offers. “Oh, yes,” she whispers. Her mouth curls on one side. I slide 
down, shoulder dipping and rising over the pillowed wall until I am sat splay-legged in front of 
her.  
 “You killed her, didn’t you,” I say. Mischief creases her face, deepens her smile lines into 
trenches.  
 “No,” she says. 
 “You didn’t?” She shakes her head slowly, eyes never leaving mine. “What’d you do?”  
 “Did you know she has children?” she asks in response. I hadn’t known. What Jane made 
me do the night before flashes through my mind.  
 “You didn’t hurt them, did you?” My tone borders on threatening. She notices. Grins 
more broadly. 
 “Of course not,” she says. Her harlequin eyes mock me. “I would never do that.” 
 “Like Hell,” I say. Her teeth are strings of pearls. They wear the gleam of the harsh 
overhead lighting comfortably. 
 “I just talked to them. Showed them things,” she says. “Like what a coward their mother 
is. I showed them what she did.” She looks away. “What she didn’t do.” They might be able to 
dismiss the pictures she put in their minds as nothing but dreams. May never confer with one 
another about what they saw. But she’s planted the seed, and I trust she planted it deep. 
 “Did they believe you?” I asked. 
!401
 “What does it matter?” she replied. “I just wanted them to know.” 
 I try to bring my knees to my chest, but my trousers are too snug and will only permit my 
knees to bend so far without a seam splitting. I give up and stretch them out in front of me. 
“Mama had more kids, huh,” I say. “How many?” 
 “Two,” she says. I laugh bitterly.  
 “So she ain’t lose nothin’ huh? Gave us away and got two more.” My stomach clenches. 
“You seen Grandma?” I ask. Jane looks as though she would touch me if only her arms weren’t 
crossed and bound to her sides. 
 “Grandma’s dead,” she says.  
 I should be feeling something, right? Anything, here in my chest. My stomach. Pins and 
needles in my legs and numbness in my fingers maybe. The blood draining from my face, 
pooling in some harmful place. No tears will come. Apparently I’m all cried out. Finally. I lower 
my eyes to my sister’s knees. “How?” I whisper. 
 “She was hit by a car,” Jane says. “She tried to run from Mama at a truck stop. Tried to 
run and find her own way to us. But she was too angry. Didn’t look before she ran into the road.” 
She is speaking like a child. Matter-of-fact. Seemingly unaffected by the awful words vanishing 
into the air around her mouth.   
 I raise my eyes to meet hers; they hold no nameable emotion. “You seen that?” I ask. 
 Jane nods. Blinks. “In Mama’s head. She was calling after Grandma. They’d argued. 
Mama had been promising and promising to take Grandma to us, but Grandma knew she’d never 
do it. So she said she’d find her own way.” Jane closes her eyes, seeing it again perhaps. “She 
tried though,” she says, smiling a little. “I always knew she’d try.”  
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 I’d been waiting to see Grandma again for so long. Wanting to hold her small hands in 
mine. To be the grown-up for her. The one to pull her to me as she wailed with the joy and relief 
she’d been hoping to feel for years into my chest. Wanting to wear the wet imprint of her face on 
my shirt with pride.  
 I’m clenching my jaw, expecting my teeth to crack under the force of my grief. There’s 
too much in me; I can’t make it come out. It’s balled up somewhere inside, everywhere at once 
but when I try to focus on it, trap it down, I can’t. Jane scoots forward until she reaches the soles 
of my shoes. I hoist myself onto my knees and crawl to meet her. We incline our foreheads until 
they touch. My shoulders slouch heavily as I lean into her.  
 “I miss you.” I press my nose against hers; she lets me slide the tip up and down along 
the identical bridge of her nose.  
 “I know you do,” she whispers back. She raises her head and I try my best to stamp every 
eyelash, every ridge, every line into the deepest folds of my brain. “But you need to go.” 
 “I’m not leaving,” I tell her. I breathe deep, trying to catch the scent of her and keep it.  
 “You have to,” she says. “It’s almost lunch time.” 
* * * 
  
 She is let out of the padded room by the orderly while her sister sleeps on the floor. 
 “Oh that one loves a good nap, doesn’t she? Can fall asleep,” the orderly snaps her 
fingers. “Just like that! Boy do I envy that. What with the three rascals I’ve got running around at 
home. They keep me up all hours.” The orderly babbles on, oblivious to her companion’s 
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plaintive silence as they retrace their steps along the creamsicle-colored hallway. She is glad to 
have seen her sister — had yearned for it every day in some secret part of herself since the night 
of the fire — but knows they will likely never understand one another or agree on whether it is 
best that they continue to exist apart. The Woman would understand. Of course she would. She 
could also teach many things to such an eager pupil. If all goes well, they will see each other 
soon. 
 She records her time of exit in the log beside Jill’s name, and walks through the doors 
back out into the world, smoothing the wrinkles from her new suit.  
 For now, she is satisfied.  
END. 
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Critical Commentary 
 The following critical commentary will examine genre fiction — specifically horror 
fiction — as it compares with literary fiction in its tropes, intentions, and overall presentation to 
determine and understand what differences truly set the two apart. It is the goal of this 
commentary to establish these differences in order to evaluate how the two genres may be 
successfully combined into a work of literature that distills the best of both and challenges 
readers in a way entirely different than horror and literary fiction do separately.  
Chapter One: Horror Fiction’s Place on the Genre Spectrum 
For the reader who enjoys a specific type of story, the separation of fiction into genres can be a 
helpful guide. But this division, which is primarily a marketing tool, has also become fuel for 
critics, writers, and readers in their respective quests to legitimize the superiority of their 
preferred genre of fiction. When genre becomes prescriptive rather than suggestive, both readers 
and writers are in danger of becoming trapped within rigid sets of beliefs. The attempt to police 
the borders dividing categories and subcategories of fiction can limit a story’s potential as well as 
the perspectives of readers and writers, fostering a false sense of what role each genre is capable 
of filling for readers. Sometimes, when a genre novel possesses literary elements, the claim is 
made that said work “transcends its genre”. But what does that mean? If the term “transcend” 
simply referred to the endurance of a work, such terms as “enduring”, “timeless”, and “classic” 
would be used to describe it. Also, time must pass before a work’s endurance can be evaluated, 
whereas contemporary works and classic works of literature both have been described as 
“transcending” the expectations of work belonging to that category. For a work to transcend its 
genre implies that the work in question is atypical to the point of superiority amongst other 
works in the same genre, and that each genre has confines which only the best writers succeed in 
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escaping. This type of praise is often given to genre fiction that incorporates concerns and 
techniques typically associated with literary fiction. But I submit that the border between literary 
and genre fiction is far more porous than is generally believed, and that horror fiction in 
particular is well-positioned to confront profound truths of human existence. But where literary 
fiction dictates the emotional and psychological repercussions — the meaning — of a character’s 
experiences, horror fiction instead grants its audience the freedom to determine for themselves 
the emotional and psychological implications of the highly affecting experiences presented in a 
story.       
 In this chapter, I will attempt to introduce the capabilities of horror fiction by first 
stepping back to look at how “genre fiction” is defined in opposition to “literary fiction”. I will 
utilize the works of Henry James, Robert Louis Stevenson, and Pierre Bourdieu, among other 
articles and media to explore what actually distinguishes one category of fiction from another. I 
will then narrow my focus to horror fiction specifically, its conventions, and any commonalities 
existing between it and literary fiction. Finally, I will discuss the place of noted horror writer 
Stephen King within the realm of literature, and the techniques he has used in his work to push 
beyond the so-called limits of the horror genre.   
“Literary” vs “Genre” vs “Popular” Fiction 
In an essay entitled “The Art of Fiction”, written in response to Walter Besant’s lecture of the 
same name, esteemed author Henry James asserts that Robert Louis Stevenson’s adventure tale 
Treasure Island (1882) is a successful novel because it seems to him “to have succeeded 
wonderfully in what it attempts”, and that this was something he could appreciate despite his 
own inability to identify with the characters, as someone who has “never been on a quest for 
buried treasure.”  What James believes Stevenson’s novel to be attempting is not specified, but 9
considering the separation made in his essay between fiction which tries to imitate life and 
fiction that is more fantastical, one can surmise that James considered entertainment the intended 
purpose of Stevenson’s novel. James then compares his experience of Treasure Island to that of 
 Henry James, “The Art of Fiction”. Longman's Magazine, 1882-1905, vol. 4, no. 23, 1884, p. 518, 9
British Periodicals.
!406
reading the novel Cherie (1822) by M. Edmond de Goncourt, a novel James deems a failure due 
to its lack of success in accomplishing its supposed goal of “tracing the development of the 
moral consciousness of a child.”  While James had never quested for buried treasure, he had of 10
course, he reminds us, been a child. As such, he posits, there are points throughout the story in 
which he can “say Yes or No” to the realism of de Goncourt’s portrayal of the protagonist’s 
moral development. Therefore, Treasure Island escapes this particular criticism from James 
because, according to him, there is nothing of his own life experiences to compare with the 
experiences of the characters, allowing him to simply enjoy the story without the effort of 
analysis. 
 Contrary to what Henry James appears to be saying, a story in which a thrilling, 
fantastical plot is the crux is not merely a vehicle for delight; such fiction can indeed challenge 
readers despite a lack of pointed focus on the emotional or mental development of its characters. 
Stevenson responded to James’s essay with one of his own, entitled “A Humble Remonstrance”, 
over the course of which he stands defiantly against the sentiment that an artist working in any 
medium should strive to have their art, as James put it, “compete with life”  or, in other words, 11
attempt a flawless imitation of lived human experience by remaining squarely within the realm 
of what we know to be possible. This opposition between fiction that approximates life as we 
know it and fiction that relies more heavily on the fantastic is the essence of the tension between 
“literary” and “genre” fiction. Henry James’s comment on what delighted him about Treasure 
Island implies that the delight derived from the story lies specifically in its lack of realistic 
human complexity, which according to his own opinions of what art must strive to do, firmly 
places Stevenson’s novel outside the realm of art and into the lesser realm of amusement.   
 In his collection of essays, The Field of Cultural Production (1993), French sociologist 
Pierre Bourdieu distinguishes between what he calls “high and low cultural production”,  which 12
appear to be separated from one another by their respective degrees of exclusivity. The high 
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cultural product is expected and intended to attract a small audience of socially and intellectually 
comparable individuals. This audience is already familiar with the artistic language the high 
cultural product uses to express itself and is thus receptive and perhaps already in agreement 
with the ideological content and/or aesthetic in which it is presented. Creators of high cultural 
products neither need nor attempt to make their art more accessible to their audience. The high 
cultural product, which Bourdieu calls “autonomous”, exists to influence the tastes of those who 
receive it. Conversely, the low cultural product reflects the tastes of its audience, which is far 
larger and more varied in terms of background than that of the high cultural product. Because the 
“marketplace” rather than the presentation of a particular idea or aesthetic is what motivates the 
creation of the low cultural product, it is in turn designed to appeal to as many people as possible 
as a means to increase consumption and profits. According to Bourdieu, the low cultural product 
is “heteronomous”; rather than disregard its audience, it is “determined to please them” as its 
continued success depends on them.  The type of fiction that would fall into the category of low 13
cultural product is merely that which is formulaic and predictable in a way which satisfies as 
many readers as possible. These readers do not want to be challenged; they merely want to enjoy 
themselves. 
 However, dividing categories of fiction in this manner is reductive and presents a false 
sense of the creator of the so-called low cultural product’s motivations. Yes, market trends 
determine which categories and subcategories of genre fiction will sell at the time of release, but 
this may have little or nothing to do with a writer’s reasons for penning their chosen tale. While 
texts such as Write to Market: Deliver a Book That Sells (Fox, 2016), The Bestseller Code 
(Jocker & Archer, 2016), and the like exist, the general wisdom is that writing with the current 
market in mind is a mistake because the tastes of the general public can change on a whim. 
Instead it makes more sense for a writer to tell the story they want to tell and subsequently find 
an audience for their work. Therefore, the writer of genre fiction is not simply seeking to please 
the masses, but seeking to impress the audience that already exists for the work they’ve created 
— their fellows — which places it, at least in part, within the realm of the high cultural product. 
This is where (and why) it is necessary to separate the terms “popular” and “genre” with regard 
 Gelder, Popular Fiction : The Logics and Practices of a Literary Field, 13.13
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to fiction. The various genres of fiction are stories that fall into a particular category of interest 
(i.e. horror, crime, romance, sci-fi, etc.), whereas popular fiction is just as it sounds — fiction 
that is in high demand and consumed in great quantities by the general public. A story belonging 
to a particular genre can be popular, just as a work of literary fiction might. Not all works of 
genre fiction are popular. Furthermore, the popularity comes as a result of a product which was 
constructed long before and with no mind to what will in fact be popular at the time of its 
release. One can try to predict how the reading public will receive a novel (which is of course 
among a publisher’s duties), but in the end such a thing cannot wholly be predicted, at least not 
in such a way that allows the correlation of Bourdieu’s definition of low cultural product to genre 
or popular fiction to stand without challenge. 
 In his book Popular Fiction: The Logics and Practices of a Literary Field, scholar of 
genre fiction Ken Gelder offers points of comparison between literary and “popular” fiction, a 
term which he uses interchangeably with “genre” fiction throughout the text, using Bourdieu’s 
ideas as a starting point. Gelder notes that the low cultural product “values conventions over 
originality”,  which only makes sense if the aim of such a product is to reach masses of people. 14
Conventions are, by definition, generic as they are characterized by what is common in any 
given situation. Henry James refers in his essay to the “novel of incident”, a descriptor which, at 
the time, was used in opposition to the “novel of character”,  terms which correlate respectively 15
to the contemporary categories of genre and literary fiction, one of which is driven by what 
happens while the other focuses on to whom it happens and examining the emotions that 
character experiences as a result (i.e. The DaVinci Code (2003) — where a quest for the truth 
about a religious conspiracy takes center stage — versus Lolita (1955) — a character study of a 
pedophile told from his own perspective). Yet there are a number of advantages to using a 
blueprint composed of generic conventions: namely the ability of a writer to subvert the 
expectations of their readers due to knowledge of what they are by including, and twisting, a 
genre’s most effective tropes in their work. Though readers with similar sensibilities to those of 
Henry James might claim to be delighted by stories like Treasure Island specifically because 
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they do not force readers to evaluate their level of realism, this does not mean that an adventure 
story, or any story which favors a fantastical and/or plot-driven narrative over a character-driven 
one, is not challenging in other, equally important respects. In fact the challenge of reading such 
tales lies directly in the way readers are forced to stretch the limits of their beliefs.   
 In his first work of non-fiction, focused on the subject of horror in both film and fiction, 
Danse Macabre (1981), acclaimed horror author and aficionado Stephen King discusses the 
significance of the reader suspending their disbelief: 
I think that only people who have worked in the field for some time truly 
understand how fragile this stuff really is, and what an amazing 
commitment it imposes on the reader or viewer of intellect and maturity. 
When Coleridge spoke of “the suspension of disbelief” in his essay on 
imaginative poetry, I believe he knew that disbelief is not like a balloon, 
which may be suspended in air with a minimum of effort; it is like a lead 
weight, which has to be hoisted with a clean jerk and held up by main 
force. Disbelief isn’t light, it’s heavy.  16
 It is arguably less challenging to read a story that so closely resembles life as the reader 
knows it. Conversely, imagining worlds, objects, and happenings that do not exist (as far as we 
know) requires a great deal more from the reader in the way of creativity. Such stories may or 
may not, depending on their author’s inclination, purport to reveal philosophical truths about the 
human mind and (metaphorical) heart, but they do task the reader with pushing beyond 
pragmatism into uncharted areas of possibility. The value in stretching one’s imagination goes 
without saying as it can be seen all around us, being integral to our continued progress.     
 While all fiction hopes to stir the imagination in some way, the specific category a work 
of genre fiction belongs to is easy to identify due to a reliance on recognizable tropes and 
language particular to that category. Gelder states, “with popular fiction, generic identities are 
always visible. This is how it differs from Literature. Popular fiction announces those identities 
 Stephen King, Danse Macabre. Hodder & Stoughton, 2012, pp. 120-121.16
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loudly and unambiguously”.  But is literary fiction not just as easy to identify? When discussing 17
literary fiction, critics appear to pass around and pull from the same grab-bag of phrases: 
“weight” and “ambition”,  “highbrow” and “serious”.  In her examination of publishing as it 18 19
relates to the study and consumption of literature, Rachel Malik states, “the axiom that the 
literary text is highly individual, even unique” is “built into ‘the literary’ as a category.”  20
Literary fiction, due to its focus on character interiority and the elevated language used to 
describe said interiority in place of a plot-driven narrative, is expected to provide a singular 
reading experience. Based on this understanding of literary fiction, the expectation of a work of 
genre fiction would naturally be that it is indeed generic, just one of a greater, homogenous 
group. Rather than consider each story on its own terms, works of genre fiction are considered 
alongside others in its category. If assessed in this way, it follows that such stories are meant to 
be consumed rather than appreciated, like potato chips: the next is ultimately not much different 
than the last, and all are meant to fill a particular void within the reader. However, this sort of 
narrow binary — where the definition of a differing category automatically becomes the 
unnuanced opposite of what it is being compared to — promotes literary hierarchy and allows 
the finer points of writing in either category to be overlooked, which is precisely the intent of 
anyone disparaging one category of writing over another. According to Bourdieu, what is “at 
stake” in the field of cultural production is “the power to impose the dominant definition of the 
writer and therefore delimit the population of those entitled to take part in the struggle to define 
the writer.”  If one establishes an opinion of certain genres of fiction that becomes popular, said 21
opinion becomes the stick against which all others are measured and, therefore, the rubric against 
which subsequent works of fiction are graded.  
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 Returning to Henry James’s comment about Treasure Island’s lack of relatability, unlike 
readers of science fiction or fantasy, readers of literary fiction can expect to inhabit a world 
whose physical characteristics they will more or less recognize. The conventions of human 
existence are what comprise works of literary fiction, the goal of which is to inspire reflection in 
the reader rather than merely to entertain. In 2013, a study conducted by psychologists David 
Comer Kidd and Emanuele Castano, at the New School for Social Research in New York City, in 
which participants were given randomly selected extracts from either a bestseller such as 
Danielle Steel's The Sins of the Mother (2012) and Gone Girl (2012) by Gillian Flynn, or from 
literary texts, like Téa Obreht’s The Tiger's Wife (2009) and work by Anton Chekhov, reportedly 
determined literary fiction to be superior to genre and non-fiction in improving the reader’s 
ability to empathize.  Kidd states, “Some writing is what you call ‘writerly’, you fill in the gaps 22
and participate, and some is ‘readerly’, and you're entertained. We tend to see ‘readerly’ more in 
genre fiction like adventure, romance and thrillers, where the author dictates your experience as a 
reader. Literary [writerly] fiction lets you go into a new environment and you have to find your 
own way”.  But, as I’ve said, the environments in literary fiction are not always “new” in the 23
sense that the reader is invited to inhabit unfamiliar worlds — the cities, practices, and even 
historical events are often those that will be familiar to most readers — but rather unfamiliar 
minds with new sets of values and past experiences, not all of which are illuminated over the 
course of the story. This is the way literary fiction defines itself in supposed opposition to genre 
fiction. I would argue though that literary fiction and genre fiction are perhaps not so different on 
that score as they are perceived to be. In a review of Colson Whitehead’s 2011 zombie novel 
Zone One, author Glen Duncan, is adamant in asserting Whitehead’s status as a writer of literary 
fiction, despite the content of his novel: “he’s a literary writer, hard-wired or self-schooled to 
avoid the clichéd, the formulaic, the rote. He knows reality — even the reality of a world overrun 
by gaga revenants — is always going to have more to it than the dictates of genre allow”.  But 24
how can anyone plausibly dictate the limits of what genre fiction is capable of expressing? 
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Perhaps we have come to expect genre fiction to be devoid of a “higher” intention — discussion 
of history, politics, religion, etc. — because it was once a more easily digestible form of 
entertainment than the literary novel. And yes, there is fiction that dwells within the realm of the 
fantastic but is decidedly literary. However, the concern with comments like Mr. Duncan’s is that 
they encourage a narrow-minded view of genre fiction that pointedly ignores its continued 
growth and development over time, forcing genre fiction into a box that can no longer rightfully 
contain it.  
 Framing differences in form and content as negative and imposing perceived goals and 
labels onto works of genre fiction such as “diversion” or “entertainment” are merely ways in 
which proponents of literary fiction attempt to assert the category’s cultural dominance over 
genre fiction, and dictate to the world what “good writing” looks like. To some degree, this 
struggle to set the standard for all fiction is necessary to the continued growth of writers and the 
field of fiction writing itself. Hence the role and abundance of literary prizes, journals, and 
reviews — a novel’s legitimacy must be judged to determine where in the literary hierarchy it 
belongs (though the very act of judgement automatically legitimizes a novel’s presence in the 
field of cultural production). But how much trust should we place in such judgements? 
 In response to the news that noted literary critic Michiko Kakutani would be leaving her 
post at the New York Times, Slate magazine published an article to their online counterpart 
documenting the number of clichés Kakutani has relied upon in her book reviews over the years. 
This criticism is apparently not new, with author Andrew Kahn citing Ben Yagoda, Forrest 
Wickman and Emma Goss as having criticized Kakutani’s overuse of phrases like “limn” and 
“deeply felt” in the past. After compiling 2,310 of Kakutani’s reviews and analyzing which 
words and phrases were used most often, Kahn concluded that her detractors were correct, 
writing that Kakutani “is indeed reliant on a small and clinical vocabulary, and she does trot out 
the same formulas in review after review.” However, Kahn also determined that Kakutani is 
neither the worst nor the only reviewer committing such offenses, even among other New York 
Times critics, and suggests the publication itself is at least partly to blame for the formulaic 
nature of these reviews, stating, “These words aren’t Kakutani words, apparently; they’re New 
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York Times book review words.”  Michiko Kakutani is known for reviewing works of “serious” 25
literary fiction, a category which allegedly stands apart from genre fiction due to its supposed 
originality and avoidance of cliché. But when those tasked with legitimizing literary fiction rely 
on cliché and other alleged qualities of genre fiction to engage with the literary fiction they are 
evaluating, the notion of categorical superiority becomes immediately unreliable and must itself 
be re-evaluated.   
 Henry James did not find the division between the “novel of character” and the “novel of 
incident” to be of particular use to writers, instead insisting the only true distinction writers 
should concern themselves with is between “bad novels” and “good novels” no matter their 
content or structure. His belief as to the use of this “old-fashioned distinction” was that it was 
more likely the invention of “critics and readers for their own convenience”.  Despite this self-26
imposed divide, writers on both sides are of a similar mind to James, whose work happens to sit 
comfortably in the literary category. Matt Haig, an author who writes across multiple genres, 
tweeted in December, “Hot take. A reason literary fiction is failing is that the definition of 
‘literary fiction’ involves a subconscious snobbery that puts many off books. Books as status 
symbols. People are made to feel intimidated. Intelligent books CAN be popular books.”  27
Literary fiction’s insistence on behaving as a high cultural product, only delivering to its small 
audience of educational and social fellows, even when borrowing from genre fiction, distorts 
perceptions of what each type of fiction can offer readers and of who is able to enjoy them, 
which leads to audiences opting out before they can be excluded.  
 A commenter on the December 2017 Guardian article “Literary Fiction in crisis as sales 
drop dramatically, Arts Council England reports”, username “Achillestender”, said, “I've given 
up with modern fiction. Most of it is too stylistic, clever and contrived. Strong plots, plain prose 
and straightforward structure are rare things. Books get written to please critics rather than 
normal people. I've lost count of how many books I've tried to read based on the hype, only to 
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bin them by page 80.” Another, username “Balthazars”, made a similar observation in a different 
thread of discussion stating, “a lot of fiction these days seems derivative and to be honest, a bit 
unoriginal.”  Readers of literary fiction are, according to Rachel Malik, “commonly perceived 28
(and this includes self-perception) as under-resourced in relation to the knowledges posed by the 
literary,”  which is in keeping with literary fiction’s status as a high cultural product which is 29
not made with the tastes of its audience in mind. Yet the perception of today’s readers seems to 
be that literary fiction has become repetitive and unoriginal in the exact way that critics and 
researchers claim genre fiction to be. Not only that, but it seems more writers of literary fiction 
have taken to heart the “principle of legitimacy” Bourdieu referred to as “art for artists”, or art 
made to be consumed, judged, and legitimized by other writers, critics, and others who work in 
the literary field. When fiction is written in a way that makes this plain to readers, in other words 
when a novel is perceived as either talking down to or disregarding a portion of its readers, this 
same portion of readers will dwindle into eventual nonexistence. And though an extremely small 
audience is precisely what in Bourdieu’s view legitimizes a work’s status as a high cultural 
product, the aforementioned article and others like it indicates that this outcome has in this day 
and age become undesirable to readers, writers, and publishers alike.  
 A recent editorial on the UK edition of The Guardian’s website, “The Guardian view on 
literary fiction: in need of support”, discussed the failing financial state of literary fiction. Of the 
literary novel, the author writes, “It unleashes universal truths through attention to the particular 
and the specific; it can tackle difficult ideas sidelong, taking advantage of the distance offered by 
the act of invention; and above all, perhaps, it places the reader in other places, other times and 
other skins.”  But these, I would argue, are the merits of any “good” novel, and are not restricted 30
to the arena of literary fiction. Contrary to Henry James’s conviction that art should aim to 
“compete with life”, Robert Louis Stevenson claimed that art’s very “source of power” lies in its 
inability to do so, and that man can only “half-shut his eyes against the dazzle and confusion of 
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reality”, distilling within his art only that which he is able to glimpse.  Of comparing particular 31
modes of artistic expression to lived sensation, Stevenson wrote: 
Music is but an arbitrary trifling with a few of life’s majestic chords; 
painting is but a shadow of its gorgeous pageantry of light and colour; 
literature does but drily indicate that wealth of incident, of moral 
obligation, of virtue, vice, action, rapture, and agony with which it 
teems… No art is true in this sense: none can “compete with life”…   32
 Every story has at its center a particular theme or facet of humanity, with other facets 
working in support of the predominant theme, allowing the writer to expend all of their energy 
on representing that one aspect of glimpsed reality as fully as their powers will allow. Choosing 
to lean into the artificial nature of art rather than away from it, and by extension genre fiction’s 
reliance on imagination over realism, as Stevenson suggested, allows for near endless 
possibilities as to what fiction can conceivably explore. While James and Stevenson appear not 
to have agreed on the necessary aspirations of the novel, the two do seem to agree on what a 
good novel does well: 
This sense of the story being the idea, the starting-point, of the novel is the 
only one that I see in which it can be spoken of as something different 
from its organic whole; and since, in proportion as the work is successful, 
the idea permeates and penetrates it, informs and animates it, so that every 
word and every punctuation-point contribute directly to the expression, in 
that proportion do we lose our sense of the story being a blade which may 
be drawn more or less out of its sheath. The story and the novel, the idea 
and the form, are the needle and thread, and I never heard of a guild of 
Robert L. Stevenson, “A Humble Remonstrance”. Longman's Magazine, 1882-1905, vol. 5, no. 26, 31
1884, p. 142. 
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tailors who recommended the use of the thread without the needle or the 
needle without the thread.  33
 Stevenson offers similar wisdom at the close of his own essay, stating that his best advice 
to any aspiring fiction writer is to “choose a motive” and then “carefully construct his plot so that 
every incident is an illustration of the motive and every property employed shall bear to it a near 
relation of congruity or contrast… Let him not mind if he miss a thousand qualities, so that he 
keeps unflaggingly in pursuit of the one he has chosen”.  Two authors, both of whom have 34
achieved excellence in their respective areas of fiction, can agree that so long as a writer’s every 
word is in keeping with the overall goal of the work, they can be said to have succeeded. And 
this agreement comes despite their occupying opposite ends of the literary spectrum and being 
separated from us by a great deal of time. If the idea of placing special significance on the 
purported differences between literary and genre fiction could be considered “old-fashioned” by 
Henry James and Robert Louis Stevenson, of what use is such an idea today? 
Conventions of Horror Fiction 
Though literary and genre fiction have been regarded separately since before James’s time, a 
great deal of overlap does exist between the two, primarily in the realms of convention and 
originality. Though typically beginning from a well-known template, genre fiction can and does 
treat “universal truths” and “difficult ideas”, and in fact uses cornerstones of human existence 
like love, curiosity, and fear as starting points from which to begin examining a host of 
unanswered questions literary fiction may not deem realistic enough to consider due to their 
being somewhat camouflaged by fantastical elements and a deceptive simplicity. 
 Stevenson concluded his essay by proclaiming the merits of simplicity in fiction after 
earlier decrying novels that are needlessly complex:  
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And as the root of the whole matter, let him bear in mind that his novel is 
not a transcript of life, to be judged by its exactitude; but a simplification 
of some side or point of life, to stand or fall by its significant simplicity. 
For although, in great men, working upon great motives, what we observe 
and admire is often their complexity, yet underneath appearances the truth 
remains unchanged: that simplification was their method, and that 
simplicity is their excellence.  35
 Following from Bourdieu’s idea of the high and low cultural product, genre fiction as a 
low cultural product bears the expectation of simplicity, though this simplicity is not typically 
celebrated as it was by Robert Louis Stevenson. This is likely because the word “simple” carries 
with it connotations both positive and negative. Far from viewing simplicity among its merits, 
genre fiction’s detractors cite the “formulaic” and the “clichéd”,  implying a paint-by-numbers 36
style of writing that, unlike literary fiction, is “simple” in that there is nothing about it to 
challenge the mind. Horror fiction, a genre which centers on one of the most profound human 
sensations, fear, has challenged the notion of negative simplicity from its inception.  
 Fear is a rather straightforward, universal emotion. However, what scares us is as 
multitudinous as Earth’s population. As such, the horror genre is home to a large number of 
variations on the theme of fear. The term “horror” derives “from the Latin horrere, to tremble or 
shudder (or, of hair, to stand on end)”.  At its most basic level, the aim of horror fiction is to 37
inspire just such a reaction. Scare the reader is the genre’s only hard and fast rule; the ways in 
which a writer chooses to do so are up to them, and the reader, too, can choose how they want to 
be frightened. Animals gone berserk, creepy children, aliens, demonic possession, insects, 
ghosts, zombies, serial killers, vampires… there is seemingly no end to the possibilities. Though 
uses of horror and its devices have been associated with all forms of literature from the Greek 
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tragedies on forward, the horror genre might reasonably credit its eventual birth to the Gothic 
novel, specifically Horace Walpole’s The Castle of Otranto (1764), the title page of which 
identifies the tale as “a Gothic story”.  
 Though its predecessor, Gothic fiction, remains distinct from horror in style and 
execution, both aim to disturb the reader and leave them with a lingering sense of dread. Horror 
stories employ methods of fright which vary in intensity and grotesquery throughout, with each 
scene of horror used to underscore a character's traits and motivations while also revealing 
unknown aspects of their personalities to readers and to themselves. Gothic fiction relies upon a 
steady increase in tension and darkening mood, making frequent use of known conventions of 
the form and an established formula in order to build to a thrilling climax. The first chapter of 
Horror: A Literary History begins with an excerpt from the Encyclopaedia Londinensis; or, An 
Universal Dictionary of Arts, Sciences, and Literature in which the “horrible romance” is 
described thus:  
A dark and wicked man, usually a knight, pursues with amorous ardour a 
lady, whose purity and transcendental virtue are continually displayed by 
her aversion to ravishment. The knight has dungeons deep, fortified 
castles, assassins, bandits, and sometimes a treacherous priest, at 
command. The lady is assisted by some lover as virtuous as herself, and, 
in the last emergencies, by a ghost.     38
 Although the Gothic fiction of today conforms less so to the formula expressed above, it 
has maintained the use of key conventions of the genre, such as the story within a story 
framework, as well as the use of tragic ghosts and a Victorian aesthetic. While discussing the 
work of his friend and fellow author Peter Straub’s Gothic novel Ghost Story (1979), Stephen 
King claimed “most Gothics are overplotted novels whose success or failure hinges on the 
author’s ability to make you believe in the characters and partake of the mood.” King deems the 
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“machinery” of the Gothic novel to be “PRETTY GODDAM LOUD!” but concedes that this 
noisy machinery — the clanking of plot, structure, and convention — is part of the Gothic 
novel’s appeal.  Straub himself came to a similar conclusion about horror fiction, concluding 39
that it is at its best when “big and gaudy, when the natural operatic quality in [it] was let loose.”  40
Other authors of horror fiction seemed to agree with Straub as the 1970s saw an influx of lurid, 
shock horror the likes of which readers had never seen before. 
 Peter Straub's was not the only horror fiction getting attention in the 1970s; the 70s was 
when the horror paperback came into vogue as a guilty pleasure trading on shock value. Novels 
like The Sentinel (Konvitz, Ballantine Books, 1974), The Rats (Herbert, New English Library, 
1974), and Michelle Remembers (Smith, Pocket Books, 1977) used everything from gory scenes 
of evisceration, and ghosts, to satanic rituals involving child rape & torture to disturb readers. 
Every conceivable abject element was up for grabs, with the focus primarily on shocking the 
reader with grotesquery, not often taking care to ensure that readers invest their emotions in the 
future of each character. But in addition to causing shock and revulsion, horror stories were also 
a reflection of world events and societal fears. Mendal W. Johnson’s only novel, Let’s Go Play at 
the Adams’ (1974) took its cue from the true story of Sylvia Likens, a 16-year old girl whose 
abuse and torture was carried out at the hands of her foster mother, Gertrude Baniszewski, 
Banizewski’s children, and other neighborhood kids until her eventual death in October 1965.  41
Novels like Mazes and Monsters (Jaffe, Delacorte Press, 1981), Hobgoblin (Coyne, Berkley 
Books, 1981) and Dark Dungeons (Chick, Chick Publications, 1984) were written in response to 
the putative suicide of ‘child prodigy’ and Dungeons & Dragons enthusiast James Dallas Egbert 
III, an event which inspired parental concern but ultimately turned out to be a false alarm.  The 42
Satanic Panic of the 1980s inspired countless novels featuring satanic rituals and demonic 
possession. These stories and others like it had aspirations not only to entertain, but to remind 
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and warn readers of what the media reported to be real world dangers. This insertion of 
recognizable dangers and societal issues shows the ambition of horror to transcend the manacles 
put on its wrists. 
 James Herbert’s debut, The Rats, demonstrates a somewhat pointed attempt at bridging 
the divide between fantasy and reality, genre and literary. Each chapter follows either our chief 
protagonist or a victim of the siege of monstrous rats. Chapter five follows Mary Kelly, a woman 
whose sexual awakening leads to promiscuity, affairs, true love, marriage, widowhood, 
alcoholism, insanity and, ultimately, a grizzly death by devouring. By providing so many details 
of Mary’s life (despite her status as not even secondary to the story), following her loves and 
losses before she is lost to us forever, Herbert tries to forge a connection, however tenuous, 
between Mary and his readers before we bear witness to her brutal beating at the hands of her 
companions and the subsequent gruesome eating of her body by rats. When a reader is given 
some insight into who a character is, has been, and will be, it allows them to draw comparisons 
between their lives and the lives they are reading about. Any similarities provide immediate 
satisfaction and can be logged away for further consideration; any differences invite readers to 
examine themselves and decide how they might react if put in a similar position. Yes, the 
likelihood of being eaten by giant rats, becoming trapped inside an evil sentient house, or being 
threatened by a ghost is slim, but the vicarious sense of fear and danger we as readers experience 
through such stories can also reveal facets of ourselves which we might heretofore have left 
unexplored.  
 The many fantastic elements horror fiction is composed of, like supernatural creatures — 
vampires, evil children, demons, witches, poltergeists, doppelgängers, etc. — and bizarrely 
horrific scenarios — being trapped in a haunted house, being possessed, being attacked by 
deranged creatures for no known reason — became well-worn conventions of the genre. But 
when these conventions are combined with those of literary fiction, the result is fiction with even 
greater potential to horrify because the reader can empathize with the protagonist, allowing 
horror to transcend its relegation to the role of “low cultural product” meant only to entertain.  
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Stephen King and the Question of Genre 
In a short essay titled “Innovation in Horror”, writer and creative writing instructor Jeanne 
Cavelos sets down the difference between imitation and innovation in crafting horror fiction. She 
encourages reading widely so as to absorb “a tiny piece of character from this book, a tiny piece 
of plot from that book, a certain stylistic technique from that other — to combine into something 
totally new”; otherwise, you could end up sounding like the one author you read constantly, but 
“on a very, very bad day”.  In looking at innovation in the field, Cavelos cites Stephen King as a 43
prime example, crediting King with “expanding and renewing” the horror genre and “spawning 
hordes of imitators” : 44
He combined elements in a totally new way. Never before had classic 
horror archetypes, like the vampire (Salem’s Lot) or the haunted house 
(The Shining), seemed so possible in our mundane, middle-class world. He 
brought these horrors down to earth, making them not the province of 
unstable minds and rarefied atmospheres, but of Anytown, U.S.A., in the 
plumber’s house, the son’s room, right under the bed.  45
 Stephen King made his novelistic debut with Carrie (Doubleday, 1974), the story of a 
teenage girl who is bullied at school, abused at home, and develops telekinetic powers. Though 
her story begins with Carrie in the role of innocent, she eventually becomes the villain, using her 
powers to destroy as many people as possible before dying herself. Carrie set the stage for 
Stephen King’s brand of horror which combines the familiar setting of our own world, complete 
with pop culture references, with the supernatural, treating both as equally significant in the 
telling of the tale. Townsfolk becoming vampires (Salem’s Lot, Doubleday, 1975), the Devil 
trading deeds and taking souls in exchange for whatever junk the townspeople desire most 
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(Needful Things, Viking, 1991), a prisoner with magical healing abilities (The Green Mile, Signet 
Books, 1996), doppelgängers, psychics, zombie pets… Stephen King has dealt with each of these 
supernatural scenarios (and more) in his novels, most of which are set in the contemporary 
human world, often in fictional Maine communities King routinely returns to. By operating in a 
space that is both recognizable (set in an actual state, in an actual country) and imaginary 
(fictional towns), King offers us the chance to relate to characters who speak, act, and react as we 
do, and therefore to consider, at a safe distance, the emotional possibilities and implications of 
the events they endure.  
 Unlike many of the pulp horror heroes of the 70s, King’s protagonists are not absolved of 
responsibility for the terrifying events that take place. In fact, it is how each character chooses to 
interact with the horrific elements presented them that determines the outcome of each story, and 
the layering of ordinary and extraordinary horrors that deepens the impact of each story’s events. 
King has commented on the division of horror novels into two categories: “those that deal with 
‘inside evil’[…] and those that deal with ‘outside’ or predestinate evil”, stating that it is how each 
writer handles the question of “where the evil is coming from” in their novel that separates “the 
good or merely effective from the great.”  King’s blurring of the fictional and real setting, the 46
rational and irrational, and the realistic personalities of his characters with the fantastic situations 
they’re placed in, are all a means to an end: the question of where the evil is coming from. King 
does not go out of his way to answer this question definitively in his work, but instead opts for a 
chilling ambiguity which he uses to keep the reader on guard over the course of the entire story. 
Following on from the examples alluded to by Jeanne Cavelos, I would like briefly to turn to 
other elements King uses to bridge the gap between the real and the as yet unreal — namely 
language, punctuation, and narrative structure — to make The Shining an innovative and 
compelling addition to the horror genre.  
  Like Carrie, The Shining (1977) has at its core familiar domestic horrors. Alcoholism, 
abuse, marital problems, and career uncertainty form the foundation of the story. These troubles 
are accented and eventually amplified by Jack Torrence’s son Danny’s psychic abilities, which 
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we are introduced to in chapter four.  The normalization of this abnormal reality, the dogged 47
efforts of Danny’s parents to ignore or rationalize his power, immediately puts us in a precarious 
position between belief and disbelief. Jack and Wendy believe they exist in a rational world. As 
such, their first instinct when confronted with something supernatural is, naturally, to attempt to 
find an explanation that makes sense. However, because we are also allowed to experience 
Danny’s abilities from his own perspective, we are forced, at the same time as trying to 
rationalize, to concede the truth of their existence.  
 A steady back and forth between details that reinforce our reality and those which 
reinforce the abnormal reality the characters occupy is evident from the story’s outset. Also, the 
ways in which King relates these details heightens their emotional resonance and plants us more 
firmly within the world of The Shining. An important detail King manages to handle with care 
and authenticity throughout is Danny’s age. A five-year old processes the world around him far 
differently than a fifteen year-old would. Because Danny is not even old enough to enroll in 
grade school, he does not understand a large portion of the events that take place around him, the 
meaning of the words his parents and other adults use in conversation, or even the things Tony, 
Danny’s phantom guide, shows him. More than once, references are made to Danny’s inability to 
understand some of the signs Tony shows him because he has not yet learned how to read.  This 48
lack of understanding between Danny and the rest of the world is an important obstacle, one that 
must be overcome by anyone hoping to survive the horrors of the Overlook hotel, which are 
made all the more terrifying by the state of self-imposed isolation the three main characters dwell 
in.  
 None of the main characters feel they can trust one another completely for much of the 
story. Danny’s comments and fits are ignored, explained away before his parents finally take him 
to a doctor, who regards Danny with the same reflexive skepticism his parents have displayed. It 
is not until about halfway through the novel, after enduring the ordinary traumas of wasp stings, 
a shared sense of displacement living at the Overlook, and a shared sense of victimization at the 
hands of Jack Torrence, that Danny and Wendy decide to trust each other with their thoughts and 
 Stephen King, The Shining. London, Hodder, 2011, p. 31.47
 King, The Shining, 34.48
!424
feelings during a discussion about Jack.  Even during this conversation, the confirmation of 49
Danny’s abilities does not suddenly imbue him with preternatural maturity or wisdom; he 
remains a child with only a narrow understanding of what is happening around him. This is 
illustrated by his tendency to misunderstand the thoughts he hears, running words together 
because he does not know where one is meant to end and the next is meant to begin: 
  
 ‘He thinks…’ Danny began again, and then looked at his mother quickly. She 
was watching the road, not looking at him, and he felt he could go on.  
 ‘He thinks maybe we’ll be lonely. And then he thinks that he likes it here and 
it’s a good place for us. He loves us and doesn’t want us to be lonely… or sad… 
but he thinks even if we are, it might be okay in the LONGRUN. Do you know 
LONGRUN?’ 
 She nodded. ‘Yes dear. I do.’  50
  
 Just like a child, Danny assumes that because something is unfamiliar to him, in this case, 
the term “long run”, that it might be equally unfamiliar to his mother although she, like his father 
(in whose mind he discovered the phrase), is an adult. Small, somewhat comical details like this 
are invaluable as they invite the reader to feel a protective concern for Danny that builds 
organically as the stakes rise and the danger increases. 
 Besides details of character, King tailors his implementation of punctuation to suit the 
situation being described and effectively recreate a character’s emotional response in the reader. 
An example of this can be found after we witness the first of Danny’s visions. Feeling a mixture 
of terror in the wake of the vision Tony showed him and relief at the appearance of his father, 
Danny “went to his daddy and buried his face in Daddy’s sheepskin-lined denim jacket and 
hugged him tight tight tight”.  The lack of punctuation creates a hurried, run-on sentence that is 51
a rhythmic recreation of the quickened heartbeat a person who has just faced something 
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terrifying would experience. Also the quick repetition of the word “tight”, which for an adult 
would be unnecessary, is also a clever way of reminding us just how young Danny is. 
 In a later scene, Danny wakes from a fitful sleep and screams when he notices wasps 
crawling on his left hand: 
  
 Something on one hand. Crawling. 
 Wasps. Three of them. 
 They stung him then, seeming to needle all at once, and that was when 
all the images broke apart and fell on him in a dark flood and he began to 
shriek into the dark, the wasps clinging to his left hand stinging again and 
again. 
 The lights went on and Daddy was standing there in his shorts, his 
eyes glaring. Mommy behind him, sleepy and scared. 
 ‘Get them off me!’ Danny screamed. 
 ‘Oh my God,’ Jack said. He saw.  52
 The scene begins with sentence fragments, as fragments would be all a waking person 
would be able to process. Then, as Danny’s senses return, a full sentence appears, first with 
pauses made by commas; then, as Danny realizes what’s happening, the punctuation disappears 
and the words run together, underscoring the urgency of the situation. As new characters enter 
the scene, the two sentences that follow are typical in their structure, alluding to nothing out of 
the ordinary which goes hand in hand with people walking into a room, uncomprehending 
because they have not yet adjusted to what they are seeing. Then the exclamation from Danny, 
followed by more sentence fragments as Jack experiences the same slow realization Danny did 
upon waking. While the reader might never have had this exact sort of episode upon waking, the 
emotions are so vividly realized through language that moments that resulted in similar emotions 
are immediately called up. Details like this might seem minor, but it is precisely this level of 
“attention to the particular and the specific” that is hailed as a tenet of literary fiction and 
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believed to be absent from genre fiction.  While literary fiction presents readers with the 53
existential implications of different emotional experiences, genre fiction focuses on recreating 
the emotional experience and allowing readers to come to their own conclusions about what 
these emotional experiences might mean in the grand scheme of things. This is a valuable 
experience for readers to have and directly refutes the opinion of the psychologist David Comer 
Kidd who was quoted as saying that authors of genre fiction “dictate the reader’s experience” 
while authors of literary fiction do not.  
 The Shining is not without its big, significant moments of horror, but those moments 
would have no pay-off without the smaller instances of discomfort and fear King sets up from 
the very beginning all the way through to the end of the novel. And though the language he uses 
is more colloquial and there is not as much in the way of overt philosophizing about the state of 
mankind, King does succeed in combining choice literary elements with horror conventions that 
best suit his purposes. The final result is a hybrid of both literary and genre fiction that, while 
admittedly more genre than literary in its structure and goal of inspiring fear in the reader, 
challenges the reader in other ways, such as reminding us that, like every character we follow in 
The Shining, we are greatly flawed and those flaws, if left unchecked, can lead to devastation for 
us and for others.  
In Conclusion 
As noted in the essays of Henry James and Robert Louis Stevenson, the idea that literary or 
realistic fiction is automatically superior to fantastical fiction has been considered outdated by 
some almost as soon as it was conceived. Though this idea persists today among some critics 
who consider themselves champions of “serious” literature, authors like Stephen King illustrate 
through their work the ability of genre fiction to both “imitate life” and entertain through a 
combination of familiar domestic scenes, the uncanny, and supernatural elements. This 
combination of the familiar and the unfamiliar not only grounds the reader in the world of the 
story, but opens their minds to heretofore unconsidered possibilities of life as they know it, 
which is, I would argue, not only the ultimate goal of horror fiction, but of fiction in general. 
 “The Guardian view on literary fiction: in need of support”53
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Chapter Two: Toni Morrison’s Beloved and the Horror of History 
In the previous chapter, I defined horror fiction as fiction written with the goal of inducing the 
sensation of horror — causing one to tremble, shudder, or to make the “hair stand on end”. 
Horror encompasses not only fear, but also revulsion. This inclusion of some form of disgust as a 
symptom of horror will aid in this chapter’s  exploration of a novel  not categorized as horror but 
that contains unique applications of horrific elements, which in turn allows the horror genre to 
stand in starker relief and be defined more easily. .  
 In a 1993 interview for the Paris Review, Toni Morrison was asked whether she was 
critical of the ways in which other, white authors — like William Faulkner, Flannery O’Connor, 
and Ernest Hemingway, among others — portrayed black people in their work. Morrison 
responded that she was not critical, but fascinated by the different ways these authors, and others, 
emphasized the issue of race without explicitly addressing it, sometimes not even including black 
characters in stories which nevertheless call to mind the supposed differences between races. She 
said, “What is exciting about American literature is that business of how writers say things under, 
beneath, and around their stories”.  Not only is this saying without saying precisely what 54
Morrison herself does in the telling of Beloved, but it also appears to be a necessary practice in 
American literature. While praised by critics as a “triumph” (New York Times Book Review) and 
“truly majestic” (Kirkus Reviews), Beloved is not universally adored. Many readers, whose 
opinions can be found on websites that allow comments from the reading public, have deemed it 
“incomprehensible” and a “nasty”, “heavy-handed” story, the supposed goal of which is to make 
some readers “feel guilty for being white” (goodreads.com). Such criticisms are indicative not 
only of the successful submergence of certain troubling elements within the text, but also of the 
very specific type of horror certain readers experience upon encountering this novel despite — or 
perhaps because of — that submergence.    
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 The contentious history of the United States continues to be a defining factor in the ways 
citizens respond to the US government, media, and one another. The hopeful use of the term 
“post-racial” to describe American society despite rampant evidence to the contrary, and the 
persistence of the guilt experienced by the privileged majority are both demonstrative of the need 
to distance oneself from America’s troubling past at every opportunity. The telling-without-
telling in fiction that Morrison refers to in her interview is perhaps the only way American 
readers who hope temporarily to escape the history of their country, and the attendant guilt, 
through entertainment can absorb the horrors of the past without direct exposure. Morrison states 
in the same interview for the Paris Review that, with regard to American fiction, “the structure” 
of the story is in fact its argument, not “what this one says or that one says”.  She applies this 55
principle to Beloved as a way to both soften and prolong the experience of horror for her readers 
who, just like Sethe and Paul D, are trying to avoid remembering the history that inspired their 
story — a history whose influence persists in every aspect of American life.  
 Toni Morrison’s Beloved is recognized as a great literary achievement by both scholars 
and critics, which received the 1988 Pulitzer Prize for fiction. A literal ghost story about a 
murdered child whose family is first haunted by her spirit, then by a nineteen year-old woman in 
whom Beloved’s spirit lives, the narrative of Beloved manages to be both straightforward and 
obscure. This chapter will explore the ways in which Morrison uses the concept of memory, 
apophatic language and structure, and inversions of tropes commonly associated with horror and 
Gothic fiction to hide the horrific aspects of American history and human experience in plain 
site, therefore creating a lasting reverberation of horror. 
The Apophatic Nature of Memory 
Beloved is about memory, first and foremost; a tale of remembered horrors. From the 
macroscopic, far reaching horrors of slavery in the United States to the microscopic, intimate 
horrors created by the keeping of secrets within communities and families, Beloved chronicles 
many types of horror, big and small. But unlike the typical horror novel, Beloved treats the 
experience of these horrors as familiar, a daily occurrence. Morrison’s characters are not moving 
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toward a singular encounter with an evil, terrifying entity that they must strive to either escape or 
conquer; their only hope is to make it through each day without being crushed beneath the 
weight of all they have endured. To achieve this, apophasis or “affirming by apparent denial, a 
stressing through negation”  is necessary.  56
 A commenter on the book review website Goodreads named Beloved “the Great 
American Horror Novel”, claiming that Stephen King’s “evil clowns and alcoholic would-be 
writers” were nothing to the “terrifying specter of American slavery!” The same user then cites 
the inclusion of a “scary element (e.g. a ghost) and then, lurking behind it, something so vast and 
evil that trying to think about it can make you go insane” as what makes “great horror.”  57
However, this reader’s assessment does not account for the key difference between Beloved and 
fiction expressly categorized as belonging to the horror genre: the primary goal of Beloved is not 
to frighten or repulse the reader on a visceral level. Rather, Morrison chooses to highlight the 
most troubling aspects of each character’s experiences through the use of ambiguity and the 
blatant exclusion of graphic detail, forcing the reader to insert those details themselves.     
 Yes, a number of horrific acts associated with North American slavery were researched 
and recounted by Morrison for the purpose of contextualizing the kind of person each character 
has become in the novel’s present-day. And yes, many of the details in this novel are disturbing, 
such as the beastiality practiced by the men of Sweet Home as they waited for the adolescent 
Sethe, the lone female slave on their plantation, to choose one of them as her mate. However, 
every act of violence, including the infanticide which acts as both core and impetus for the story, 
is buried in the text. Rather than express every grotesque detail of a horrific act, Morrison allows 
the reader to use their imagination to fill in the gaps both by using language that slightly 
obfuscates what is occurring and by using only enough words to leave an impression, in 
imitation of what memories are and what they leave behind. Take for example Paul D.’s memory 
of his morning routine as part of a Georgia chain gang:  
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Kneeling in the mist they waited for the whim of a guard, or two, or three. 
Or maybe all of them wanted it. Wanted it from one prisoner in particular 
or none — or all. 
 “Breakfast? Want some breakfast, nigger?” 
 “Yes, sir.” 
 “Hungry, nigger?” 
 “Yes, sir.” 
 “Here you go.” 
Occasionally a kneeling man chose gunshot in his head as the price, 
maybe, of taking a bit of foreskin with him to Jesus.  58
 About half of one page is all that is dedicated to this particular aspect of Paul D.’s chain 
gang experience, and the above excerpt is the most transparent regarding what is taking place. 
The reader does not need to be told in explicit, excruciating detail that the guards made a habit of 
sexually abusing their prisoners because the revelation of that act is not the point of Paul D.’s 
remembering it. Paul D. grudgingly recalls this particular memory in response to being 
manipulated and sexually assaulted in the story’s present by the reincarnated Beloved, which 
emasculates him in much the same way the prison guards did in his past. The choice to use as 
few explicit details as possible to create an image for the reader is a conscious one demonstrative 
of the American literary mode Morrison alluded to in her interview with the Paris Review. It is 
not what is happening that is the focus, but how that event is one of many Paul D. has chosen to 
lock away inside the rusted “tobacco tin” he constantly imagines in place of his heart, and how 
that tobacco tin is forcibly breached by a trauma reminiscent of one he had already experienced.  
  
 “Beloved.” He said it, but she did not go. She moved closer with a 
footfall he didn’t hear and he didn’t hear the whisper that the flakes of rust 
made either as they fell away from the seams of his tobacco tin. So when 
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the lid gave he didn’t know it. What he knew was that when he reached 
the inside part he was saying, “Red heart. Red heart,” over and over 
again.  59
 Similarly to Paul D.’s chain gang memories, the forced sexual act committed in the above 
scene is only obliquely referred to, with Beloved’s request for Paul D. to “touch [her] on the 
inside part” being the only clue we get as to what is happening. Though this is occurring in the 
novel’s present, the details are obscured as in the unpleasant memories of each character’s past. 
This is because Paul D.'s manipulation by Beloved is something he already knows he does not 
want to remember. Therefore, in preparation for that fight against memory, a fight every 
character is struggling through over the course of the entire novel, this real-time event is treated 
linguistically as a memory by Morrison.   
 Paul D. judges his own manhood by what he has endured in life; manhood, to him, means 
absolute governance of oneself. He comes to Sethe’s house believing he has earned his manhood, 
that it cannot be taken from him. However, after Beloved decides gradually to “move” him out of 
the house (because she views him as a threat to her growing intimacy with Sethe), Paul D. 
remembers his time on the chain gang and realizes that his manhood is not as secure as he once 
believed. 
What? A grown man fixed by a girl? But what if the girl was not a girl, but 
something in disguise? A lowdown something that looked like a sweet 
young girl and fucking her or not was not the point, it was not being able 
to stay or go where he wished in 124, and the danger was in losing Sethe 
because he was not man enough to break out, so he needed her, Sethe, to 
help him, to know about it, and it shamed him to have to ask the woman 
he wanted to protect to help him do it, God damn it to hell.  60
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 Morrison shares more details when describing the mental and emotional consequences of, 
and reasons for, the terrible things that happen to the characters in Beloved than she does when 
describing the events themselves. This lack of specifics around the most troubling aspect of each 
memory illustrates each character’s profound desire to remember as little of these events as 
possible because it would only compound the pain they already feel. Their memories are lush 
with detail, excluding the things they would rather not remember, but they keep even these 
details to themselves. When speaking to one another, the characters are only able to approach 
troubling events of their pasts from either an emotional or rational standpoint — they are 
comfortable expressing how events have made them feel, as well as the reasons behind their own 
actions. Sometimes, they are unable even to express these things. When Stamp Paid, who was 
present when Sethe tried to kill her children, tries to warn Paul D. of what she has done, he finds 
he cannot document the event in his own words; instead we are told of all the things he “was 
going to” and “did not tell.”  Eventually, the pain engendered by the memory is too great and 61
Stamp Paid fails to give his own account of the event, choosing instead to read Paul D. the 
newspaper article covering the story. The same sort of avoidance occurs between Paul D. and 
Sethe when both try and fail to express the complexities of the memories that haunt them most. 
When confronted with the article, Sethe tries to impress upon Paul D. how it felt to be 
responsible for her children in order to contextualize her attempt to murder them. 
 “I stopped him,” she said, staring at the place where the fence used to 
be. “I took and put my babies where they’d be safe.” 
 The roaring in Paul D.’s head did not prevent him from hearing the pat 
she gave to the last word, and it occurred to him that what she wanted for 
her children was exactly what was missing in 124: safety. […] This here 
new Sethe didn’t know where the world stopped and she began. Suddenly 
he saw what Stamp Paid wanted him to see: more important than what 
Sethe had done was what she claimed. It scared him.  62
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 This passage reveals a critical and multi-layered misunderstanding between Sethe and 
Paul D. The finality of Sethe’s statement makes it clear that she believes she has successfully 
distilled what anyone who questions her actions need know in order to understand them. But 
such an understanding is impossible in this case because, although she and Paul D. agree upon 
safety as the ultimate goal, their definitions of safety and danger differ greatly. For Sethe, safety 
means making it impossible for danger to reach you, with “danger” being a force wholly external 
to her family unit. She does not view herself or her actions as dangerous because she is a mother 
who loves her children. Paul D. however equates safety with an absence of harm and therefore 
has no choice but to classify Sethe as dangerous. Paul D. realizes his idea of Sethe does not 
match who she is, but he mistakenly attributes that to a change in her over time — comparing 
“Sweet Home Sethe” to the woman he now calls “new Sethe” — rather than his own inability to 
accurately judge her character since the day he first met her. The above excerpt also underscores 
a mistake on the part of Paul D. in determining Stamp Paid’s intentions in revealing the murder, 
which were not merely to warn, but also to explain his own and Baby Suggs’ culpability in the 
murder. The things Stamp Paid had been “going to” and “did not tell” Paul D. culminated in 
“why he and Baby Suggs both missed it,” “it” being both the approach of schoolteacher and the 
possibility of Sethe committing murder, for Stamp Paid remembers that “nothing was in that 
shed” but “sunlight, shavings, a shovel” and “of course the saw,”  none of which he foresaw 63
Sethe using in her bid for “safety.” 
 No form of explanation is enough to make Paul D. understand Sethe’s motivations 
because her experience is hers alone, and she accepts his choice to leave without complaint. Paul 
D. shares an identical sensation of horror at Sethe’s actions to that felt by her neighbors. The gulf 
separating each character is personal experience; without attempting to thoroughly understand 
others, or themselves — since each character also expends considerable effort to block the 
resurgence of certain details in their own minds — there is no hope for a satisfying resolution. 
This — not the ghost of a dead baby, not a slave master, nor a murderous mother — is the 
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ultimate conflict to be overcome in Beloved. Evil is not the force to be conquered here as in a 
pulp horror novel, but the self. 
Technical Obfuscation: Beloved as Gothic Romance 
In her work Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination, Morrison unpacks the 
various motivations and purposes for the “othering” of black people found in fiction penned by 
white authors, and throughout history. She explains that in the country’s youth, the freedom 
represented by America was possibly more terrifying than it was liberating in the eyes of its 
Puritan population. In particular, it was the boundlessness of freedom as a concept — the 
question of how it would be defined in this “new world” — that inspired fear and confusion 
among them. For, as Morrison points out in Playing, the Puritans did not escape to an as yet 
undiscovered land which they could make wholly their own. They found themselves in a land 
already peopled by natives with their own customs, laws, and understanding of their 
surroundings — an understanding the Puritans did not possess — and thus were forced to define 
themselves relative to this new land. Morrison identifies “romance” or “Gothic” fiction as the 
perfect medium for grappling with American fears “of being outcast, of failing, of 
powerlessness; their fear of boundarylessness, of Nature unbridled and crouched for attack; their 
fear of the absence of so-called civilization; their fear of loneliness, of aggression both external 
and internal.” 
For young America it had everything[…]above all, the opportunity to 
conquer fear imaginatively and to quiet deep insecurities. It offered 
platforms for moralizing and fabulation, and for the imaginative 
entertainment of violence, sublime incredibility, and terror — and terror’s 
most significant, overweening ingredient: darkness, with all the 
connotative value it awakened.   64
   
 Toni Morrison, Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination. Vintage Books, 1993, p. 64
37.
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 Having left one country and its customs behind, these new Americans found themselves 
in need of a new national identity. “Romance” aided in the construction of that identity by using 
American anxieties as a foundation. In making this strange place with its strange people, 
landscapes, weather, and ways their home, the colonists risked being engulfed by it, losing 
themselves and the freedom they had fled Europe to secure. By exploring the implications of this 
risk as it applied to themselves, America became, for better or worse, a nation identifiable by the 
fears of its people. America was founded on the principle of freedom for every white man, 
however this freedom needed a counterpoint to confirm its validity. Enter the subjugated African.  
Black slavery enriched the country’s creative possibilities. For in that 
construction of blackness and enslavement could be found not only the 
not-free but also, with the dramatic polarity created by skin color, the 
projection of the not-me.  65
The “otherness” of America had been a large part of its allure for its new citizens, but this 
“otherness” was also a threat to their mental and emotional security. Not only was the black body 
otherness personified, but to enslave the bearer of that body meant, in a sense, gaining control 
over the unknown. The act of enslavement is also an act of “othering”, as the above passage 
illustrates. By not only distinguishing the person of color from the white American ideologically, 
but dehumanizing the former in order to elevate the latter both in fiction and in their daily lives, 
white Americans were able to distance themselves from uncomfortable emotions engendered by 
the mistreatment of black and indigenous peoples. Morrison uses this technique to distance her 
characters and the reader from some of the more horrific events in Beloved.        
 The grisly act of Sethe sawing two year-old Beloved’s throat is never seen. We enter the 
scene after her death has already taken place through a memory not attributed to a specific 
character, but shared by the principal white male characters in the scene: schoolteacher, his 
nephew, and the sheriff. The fact that the retelling of this event is done through the points of view 
of all three of these white male characters has the effect of de-individualizing both white and 
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black groups of characters at once. In this section, Morrison presents two versions of de-
individualization, with the black characters we have gotten to know up to this point being 
referred to not by name, but as “nigger woman,” “old nigger,” “nigger boy,” etc. and, in a subtler 
way, with each white man’s thoughts and feelings alternately revealed through rotating, close 
third-person narration. This shared voice describes the aftermath of the murder — black boys 
bleeding in the dirt at Sethe’s feet as she holds a “blood-soaked child” to her chest — rather than 
the murder itself. There are several instances of black dehumanization in this chapter, many of 
which are concentrated in another memory, within this recounted memory, belonging to 
schoolteacher, the replacement master of Sweet Home: 
[…] the woman schoolteacher bragged about, the one he said made fine 
ink, damn good soup, pressed his collars the way he liked besides having 
at least ten breeding years left. But now she’d gone wild, due to the 
mishandling of the nephew who’d overbeat her and made her cut and run. 
Schoolteacher had chastised that nephew, telling him to think — just think 
— what would his own horse do if you beat it beyond the point of 
education. […] you just can’t mishandle creatures and expect success.  66
  Schoolteacher enumerates Sethe’s uses only to judge them permanently inaccessible due 
to his nephew’s “mishandling” of her. This declaration of Sethe’s uselessness calls to mind the 
practice of shooting a racehorse that has broken its leg; now that its primary function in the 
human world has been deemed impossible, the horse no longer has a reason to exist. Sethe’s 
usefulness is similarly determined in the above passage by another, supposedly superior being. 
He even goes so far as to proclaim that Sethe has “gone wild.” The comparison of Sethe to an 
animal is not softened by simile — schoolteacher does not say she is “as wild as” an animal; the 
comparison is instead directly analogous because she is an animal in his mind. Many phrases 
used in this excerpt — “gone wild,” “cut and run,” “mishandle,” “overbeat,” “the hunt” — are 
those typically associated with animals, particularly those that exist for the benefit of humanity. 
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Placing Sethe and the other black characters in the category of domestic animal absolves 
schoolteacher of the responsibility and guilt associated with mistreating a fellow human being in 
favor of what for him is clearly the lesser form of guilt attached to mistreating an animal, an act 
that is regrettable for no reason other than the inconvenience it causes him. 
 The resolve to other every black person in the name of self-preservation begins to break 
down when the perspective shifts to the nephew of schoolteacher who is present on the scene. He 
is unable to appraise the situation in the same dispassionate manner as his uncle, and is instead 
seen to be trembling and confused. The nephew treats Sethe’s act of infanticide as an 
overreaction to being beaten, which he compares to his own reactions to being beaten as a white 
male. However, his reactions — smashing a well bucket, and throwing rocks at his dog — denote 
mere childlike indignation, indicating that such treatment is not routine for him. Whereas Sethe’s 
reaction is a last resort, a method of final escape from ongoing abuse that has ultimately warped 
some vital part of her. Such a distortion of self is something she considers so detrimental that she 
will do anything to prevent it happening to her children. 
 The Sheriff is both more and less dispassionate than schoolteacher, and uses his 
occupation to distance himself from the situation. He goes further than the nephew in forging a 
connection between the blacks and humanity by stripping everyone present of their color: 
The baby in the old man’s arms was crying, and the woman’s eyes with no 
whites were gazing straight ahead. They all might have remained that way, 
frozen till Thursday, except one of the boys on the floor sighed. As if he 
were sunk in the pleasure of a deep sweet sleep, he sighed the sigh that 
flung the sheriff into action. 
Until the last paragraph written from his perspective: 
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She stayed still and he had made up his mind to go near her and some kind 
of way bind her wet red hands when a shadow behind him in the doorway 
made him turn. The nigger with the flower in her hat entered.  67
It is the color red that signals a return to the ugly world where racist language is used and the 
harsh reality of the crime committed cannot be ignored. The color red is given this same power 
later by Sethe in the only chapter of the story written in her voice. 
Now I know why Baby Suggs pondered color her last years. She never had 
time to see, let alone enjoy it before. Took her a long time to finish with 
blue, then yellow, then green. She was well into pink when she died. I 
don’t believe she wanted to get to red and I understand why because me 
and Beloved outdid ourselves with it.  68
   
 Like Paul D’s rusted tobacco tin, the color red is something to which Sethe can attach the 
most painful details of her memory, such as the details of the murder itself. While the color 
serves a similar purpose for the sheriff, he allows it to bring him back to their painful reality 
because the memory of the actual murder does not belong to him; he is merely a bewildered 
spectator and is thus allowed to escape being haunted by the crime as Sethe and Beloved have 
been.  
 The only characters able to provide a first-hand account of the murder — Sethe and 
Beloved — never do. As Morrison stated, it is not what a character says or does but the structure 
of the tale that is key. The scene recalling schoolteacher’s arrival in the midst of Beloved’s 
murder is at the figurative and physical center of the story: it is the event the story hinges upon, 
and it appears about halfway through the narrative. While heavily influential in Sethe’s decision 
to kill Beloved, what she has endured as a slave is not the crux of the novel, nor is the fact of her 
freedom. Sethe’s life on Sweet Home, especially under the eye of Mr. Garner — a man who 
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physically fought other white farmers over his decision to call his slaves men rather than boys, 
who asked the opinions of his slaves and never raised a violent hand to any of them — is not the 
point of the novel. Neither, therefore, is the exacerbation of white readers’ sense of guilt. And 
Sethe could be free or not and remain burdened by her decision to kill her daughter. A reader in 
search of Beloved’s core need look no further than schoolteacher’s arrival at 124 at the moment 
of the title character’s murder. The entire story is comprised of things said “under, beneath, and 
around” this event, which illustrates the characters’ reluctance to remember past trauma at the 
same time as mirroring America’s reluctance to recall the history chronicled in, and which 
directly inspired, Beloved.   
Subversion Through Inversion in Beloved 
An ingredient essential to horror fiction which Beloved lacks in its usual form is tension. 
Specifically the tension created by suspense — when the reader knows something terrible is 
coming, they are reminded, primed for its appearance, and turn every page in anticipation of it. 
Whether it is a monster, apparition, an act of extreme or surprising violence, something uncanny 
or something weird, building towards scenes of horror which escalate in intensity as the story 
progresses is how horror fiction accomplishes its goal of frightening and/or repulsing the reader. 
Novels which sit squarely within the horror genre typically use a strong plot to achieve this. Plot 
generally drives the characters toward their objective, even if that objective is simply to escape 
the horrific force plaguing them in the story. However, the objectives of the characters in Beloved 
change over the course of the story, making reliance on plot to achieve tension impossible. 
 Almost as soon as we are introduced to the ghost in Sethe’s home, we are shown that 
none of 124’s residents are concerned by its presence. Before Sethe’s sons had run away from 
home, she half-heartedly suggested the possibility of the family moving house to escape the 
haunting. Sethe’s mother-in-law Baby Suggs scoffed: 
“What’d be the point?” asked Baby Suggs. “Not a house in the country 
ain’t packed to the rafters with some dead Negro’s grief. We lucky this 
ghost is a baby. My husband’s spirit was to come back in here? or yours? 
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Don’t talk to me. You lucky. You got three left. Three pulling at your skirts 
and just one raising hell from the other side. Be thankful, why don’t 
you?  69
 Upon his arrival, even Paul D. is more interested in the ghost’s intentions — evil or not 
— than that there is a ghost. Morrison quickly establishes, through the above paragraph, 
subsequent interactions with and talk about the ghost, that the world of Beloved is one in which 
ghosts are unremarkable, especially in a world where so many have suffered so much that might 
easily tie their spirits to the living world. If the characters are not frightened of the ghost in the 
novel, why should the reader be? We can apply similar logic to the treatment of other would-be 
horrific moments such as Sixo and Paul A.’s deaths, which are impactful, but not as much as if 
we had spent time beforehand getting to know those characters in depth. As it is, we are forced to 
borrow the grief experienced by Sethe and Paul D., and cannot even fully manage that as their 
memories are completely wrapped up in their individual identities. It is Paul D.’s connection to 
both Sixo and Paul A. that makes their deaths hard on him, but as stated earlier, we are never 
given the full breadth of each character’s memories, which, through language, are kept somewhat 
private even from the reader. Paul D.’s tobacco tin does not empty every detail of his past onto a 
table for us. Two sentences are devoted to the shooting of Sixo, immediately after which Paul D. 
begins trying to calculate his own monetary value to the slave hunters and owners. Paul D. never 
dwells on how Sixo’s death makes him feel, past or present, physically or emotionally. He keeps 
those thoughts from the reader and from himself. Where in a genre novel this would be 
considered typical of a formulaic story that does not explore human emotions, in Beloved this 
exclusion is key to the overall structure and goal of the novel and therefore not singled out as a 
misstep.  
 Other inversions occur in the way black and white people are characterized as groups. 
There is of course continual usage of racial slurs and the recognizable Gothic trope of the 
“othering” of blacks by whites in Beloved, but the “othering” of whites by blacks also occurs. In 
an essay on “Race and the American Gothic”, Ellen Weinauer discusses instances of inverted 
 Morrison, Beloved, 6.69
!441
“othering” in Gothic fiction, writing, “black authors too draw on the uncertainty regarding 
seemingly fixed racial meanings and categories to haunt their readers”, citing The Bondwoman’s 
Narrative (2002) by Hannah Crafts — in which a white woman uses a “beautifying powder” that 
turns her face “as black as Tophet” — and Harriet Jacobs’ Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl 
(1861) — in which protagonist Linda Brent’s “white tormentors” are turned “into monsters” — 
as examples.  Morrison, too, utilizes this trope inversion by having her characters consider in 70
small moments the nature of whiteness in the same emotionally removed way some of the white 
characters are shown to consider black people in Beloved.  
  
 “Those white things have taken all I had or dreamed,” [Baby Suggs] 
said, “and broke my heartstrings too. There is no bad luck in the world but 
whitefolks.”  71
  
 In her essay, Weinauer examines the origins of American Gothic fiction, stressing the 
connection between colonists’ fear of the unknown with the “othering” of non-white persons. 
[…] violent clashes between and among Anglo colonists and Native 
American communities, whether in the form of local skirmishes or 
prolonged warfare, provoked efforts to explain a world of profound 
uncertainty and upheaval and to justify the dispossession and 
extermination of native peoples in the name of Puritanism (and later 
democracy).  
 Those efforts frequently involved what Jeffrey Andrew Weinstock has 
called the “monsterizing of indigenous peoples” (42) — the effort to 
manage cultural anxiety through the invocation of “othering” figures and 
 Ellen Weinauer, “Race and the American Gothic.” The Cambridge Companion to American Gothic, 70
edited by Jeffrey Andrew Weinstock, Cambridge University Press, 2017, pp. 92–93.
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tropes that would, as the years progressed, become staples of American 
Gothic.  72
 The motivations for “othering” cited by Ellen Weinauer — an attempt to explain the 
“profound uncertainty and upheaval” experienced and to justify mistreatment — can easily be 
attributed to Baby Suggs and by extension her fellow African Americans. Every black character 
in Beloved lives in a state of “uncertainty”. Paul D.’s relationship with Sethe, Denver’s 
relationship with her mother and Beloved, Beloved’s continued presence in the living world, 
even the state of freedom from slavery; all are in doubt throughout the novel. Baby Suggs refers 
to white people as “things”, othering and dehumanizing them, not with the goal of assuaging 
feelings of guilt in mind (as is the case with schoolteacher), but of lessening the pain caused by, 
and explaining, the plight of her people. In her mind, only something inhuman could treat human 
beings the way she, Sethe, and Paul D. have been treated. She calls them “whitefolks”, 
combining two words into one to form a new classification equal to their liminal existence 
between humanity and inhumanity, and says they are “bad luck”, as if they are nothing more than 
black cats or broken mirrors. Deeming white people “bad luck” also has the strange effect of 
placing at least some responsibility for their mistreatment of blacks upon black people, as if the 
maltreatment could have been avoided through some change in Baby Suggs’ behavior or the use 
of better judgment on her part (e.g. not breaking the mirror, avoiding the black cat). 
 These reversals lead to a subversion of emotional expectation that relieves the reader of 
the typical experience of fictional tension. Instead, readers are left disturbed and unsettled as 
memories are repeated from different angles, different facets of them exposed. But no matter 
how close we come to the nuclei of these memories, they are never fully revealed. 
In Conclusion 
Beloved argues that our selves are comprised of our respective and collective pasts. There are no 
bogeymen or monsters, only a sad ghost and humans who live under the weight of their own 
regrets, unanswered questions, and recollections too painful to be altogether relived or discarded. 
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All anyone can do is let past adversities wash over them until they become desensitized enough 
to accept each new day without making the futile effort to escape their memories. These 
concerns, centered on human emotion and identity, and conveyed through poetic language that is 
intended to illustrate its meaning through its very presentation, are evidence that Beloved is not a 
horror novel despite the presence of such recognizable tropes of the genre as ghosts and certain 
grotesque forms of abuse. Morrison’s novel, though firmly literary and lacking the typical 
expression of conventions common to the horror genre, does however succeed powerfully in 
conveying how the inescapable fact of history is among the greatest horrors of all. Horrific 
elements can and do exist in stories of all genres, just as literary, romantic, scientific, and 
criminal elements exist in stories of all genres. As demonstrated by Beloved, it is not the presence 
of particular tropes, but the quantity and nature of those included elements that cement a story’s 
categorical identity. 
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Chapter Three: The Monstrosity of Genre 
In the previous chapters, I discussed the ways in which genre fiction — with a specific focus on 
horror — and literary fiction differ in the minds of readers and professional critics as well as 
where the two intersect with regard to their themes and execution. In Chapter One, I used the 
writings of Henry James, Robert Louis Stevenson, and Pierre Bourdieu to construct a working 
binary of genre and literary fiction from which to build an inventory of similarities and 
differences. Ultimately I discovered the chief difference between the two types of fiction to be 
the effect each is meant to have on the reader. The events of literary fiction and, more 
importantly, each character’s reactions to those events are to be observed, considered, and 
perhaps empathized with by the reader. In this instance, it is not the emotional experience of the 
reader that is most important, but the emotional experiences of the story’s characters and the 
parsing of those experiences by the reader. Genre fiction, however, treats the reader as literary 
fiction treats its characters, provoking strong emotional reactions in the reader, emotions readers 
are not often given time or space to ruminate over as the plot drives relentlessly onward to its 
inevitable end. With this hypothesis established, I then used Stephen King’s novel The Shining as 
an example of a work of genre fiction which includes literary elements and concerns — such as 
the use of punctuation to create a particular mood, and the attention to and inclusion of details 
readers would recognize from their own lives, allowing them to empathize with the characters — 
thereby creating a new reading experience that exists within the liminal space between what 
literary and genre fiction each evoke. 
   Chapter Two discusses Toni Morrison’s Beloved, which is considered a literary novel, 
but blatantly includes many elements of the typical ghost or horror story. Through close readings 
and analysis, I attempted to ascertain what prevents Beloved from being classified as a work of 
genre fiction. I concluded that those factors include Morrison’s focus on the memories of the 
characters, which are particular and personal to each of them and remain under their personal 
control — the characters only reveal what they want to reveal to the readers and to each other — 
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for the length of the story. Because many of the memories recalled in Beloved are traumatic, the 
most horrifying elements of those memories and even the present-day events of the story are 
glossed over or obscured rather than depicted outright as they would be in a horror novel. This is 
because the memories themselves are not as important as how those memories have shaped the 
people who possess them. We are allowed to empathize with Sethe, Paul D, Denver, and the 
other characters through observation of their emotional experiences, but are not invited to share 
in those experiences with or through the characters.  
 In this chapter, I will explore the creative portion of my thesis, my novel Janus, using the 
conclusions drawn in chapters one and two to determine whether or not the desired synthesis of 
literary and genre fiction has taken place. I will use the definitions of horror and literary fiction I 
have formulated in the previous chapters as a guideline for discerning how successful Janus is as 
a work of literary horror.  
Theses On the Monster 
In developing Janus, I began with a number of themes I hoped to explore. Among them were 
identity, the boundaries of different types of love, evil, and the monster. Noted monster theorist 
and cultural historian Jeffrey Jerome Cohen edited the book Monster Theory, a collection of 
essays surveying all manner of monsters from the literary (e.g. Beowulf, Tom Thumb, 
Frankenstein’s monster) to the physical (e.g. conjoined twins, hermaphrodites, the crippled), and 
the mythic (e.g. aliens, vampires). In Cohen’s introductory essay to the book, entitled “Monster 
Culture (Seven Theses)”, he presents the ways in which we identify the monster and how these 
qualities relate to the monster’s greater cultural role. Cohen’s theses provided me with a useful 
frame of reference when choosing which aspects of monstrosity to explore in Janus. Here, I will 
expound on the relevant theses and the characters whose story arcs coincide with them in a 
similar way to how Cohen explains each thesis in his essay, beginning with “The Monster’s 
Body Is a Cultural Body”.  73
 Jeffrey Jerome Cohen, editor. Monster Theory, “Monster Culture (Seven Theses)”. University of 73
Minnesota Press, 1996, p. 4.
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  Cohen’s first thesis contends that the monster is an amalgam of cultural concerns. Its 
body “incorporates fear, desire, anxiety, and fantasy”  which then join to operate in the form of 74
an independent creature. Etymologically, the meaning of monstrum is “that which reveals” and 
“that which warns”.  The monster exists to show us things we often suppress or deny, be it 75
political strife, domestic abuse, racism, deviant sexual desires, etc. The monster confronts us 
with that which we wish to escape, both in society at large and within the microcosm of our own 
lives. Several characters in Janus, Jill and Jane included, illustrate this throughout the novel. Jane 
is the more overtly monstrous of the twin protagonists, her body inspiring first desire alone, then 
fear and desire as the story progresses. Jane’s body is coveted by both her sister and her father, 
ostensibly for different reasons. Daddy uses sexual dominance over Jane to drive a wedge 
between the two sisters after becoming consumed by jealousy of their relationship, a connection 
he is excluded from. Jill believes her desire for her sister is strictly out of love, but as the story 
progresses, her sister’s body comes to represent both something she wants control of as well as 
something she fears being controlled by. As their bond warps, Jill becomes overwhelmed by an 
increasing feeling of isolation from Jane as the two grow up and away from each other. Cohen 
talks of the monster’s body as something which “exists only to be read […] a glyph that seeks a 
hierophant.”  We can infer from all of this that the monster is merely a canvas upon which we 76
project primal emotions; the being itself is then neither inherently frightening nor desirable, but a 
convenient scapegoat for our intense and sometimes irrational feelings. Jane certainly fits this 
description. Who Jane is becomes less clear to Jill from the moment Jane begins wearing her 
locket. As time passes and the twins’ goals diverge, Jane practically becomes a stranger upon 
whom Jill projects nostalgic visions of the past. Refusing to learn who her sister has become 
makes Jill’s only point of reference the childhood they once shared.  
 Daddy is the first antagonist introduced in the novel and the primary monster onto whom 
the fear of several characters is projected. Because his background is never divulged and his 
motivations (beyond jealousy) are largely unknown, he is the perfect archetypal boogeyman for 
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both the reader and the female characters in the book who seem to know as little about him as we 
do. He is a large man in a house full of women, none of whom, his wife included, are able to see 
through the fog of his presence to the man underneath: 
 “Daddy… Whatchu thinkin’ about?” 
 He had been watching Jane and chewing his bite of corned beef hash 
and grits like cud. Jane kept her eyes on her plate. Ma had been in the 
middle of making her own plate, but froze in the act. Apparently everyone 
in the room was interested in how he would answer. He pulled his eyes 
away from my sister and let them land on me. He stared so long without 
speaking that I started to feel exposed somehow. I took another bite of 
toast just to hear the sound of its crunch in my head. Daddy grabbed the 
toast from my hand and eclipsed my bite mark with his giant mouth. What 
remained when he’d done was less than half a piece of bread. I made a fist 
with my now empty hand. His eyes darted to it, daring me to fuss. I set my 
balled up hand down on the table without a sound. He winked at me and 
smiled, then shoveled a big forkful of eggs into his mouth.   77
 Though Jill questions her father outright, he does not condescend to answer her, 
preferring instead to exercise the power he knows he has to intimidate his wife and daughters. He 
stares Jill down, relishing his ability to make her both uncomfortable and afraid. And at the 
moment when Jill considers defying him — balling up her fist in protest of her stolen food — he 
tests her by indicating that he has noticed, forcing her to decide how brave she can afford to be. 
This impenetrability is key to the monster’s effectiveness. The root of fear is the unknown, and 
monsters threaten perhaps the greatest possible unknown: death. Daddy’s physical form shifts 
over the course of the story — from man to ghost to spindle-legged creature — as Jane attempts 
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to wrestle her irrational fear of him into submission, a battle that continues into her adulthood as 
his presence follows her in hopes of being added to her collection of souls. 
 Jane hears the voice all around her, but somehow knows exactly where 
to turn to find its source. He watches her over the edge of the pier. His 
fingers, black like a starless sky, curl against the wooden planks. His eyes 
laugh at her. They are red glowing coals that rest deep inside his head. She 
can feel their heat where she stands. She imagines him on legs long and 
spindly, insectile, peeking at her just above the boards of that twenty-foot 
pier.  
 C’mon, girl. She can feel him lick his non-existent lips. Her muscles 
seize in disgust. Let yo daddy in.  78
 Despite her destruction of his physical form, Daddy continues to appear to Jane far into 
her adulthood, signaling a truth that she works to suppress every day: no matter how much power 
she acquires or how many lives she takes, she will never escape her fear of him.  
 The character who perhaps best fits the mantle of monster in Janus is The Woman who 
gives Jane the lockets, the act that sets the story in motion. She is also a character shrouded in 
mystery, more thoroughly even than Daddy whose life at home with the girls is at least partially 
revealed. The Woman appears only three times in the story, and never for very long. Even when 
she reveals who she is in relation to Jill and Jane, many details of her origin are left out of her 
explanation. Her body is also the most overtly monstrous body with its viscous stickiness and its 
ability to absorb certain objects and persons. The Woman, or what she seems to represent, is also 
feared and desired by Jill and Jane respectively. Not only does The Woman personify the 
unknown to Jill, but an aggressive unknown — one that can devour the unsuspecting at will. 
Conversely, Jane is intrigued by The Woman’s awesome presence as opposed to put off. She 
desires the absolute power and control The Woman exhibits even in the face of open contempt. 
Though clearly unfamiliar with many things, The Woman is threatened by nothing. Her objective 
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fascination with everything she encounters inspires Jane to imitate this attitude with respect to 
her victims whom she approaches with as much emotional distance as she is able. Jane treats 
those she kills like specimens — as unfamiliar, and far beneath her, as the ways of her world are 
to The Woman. 
 Cohen’s second thesis, “The Monster Always Escapes”, refers to the unvanquishable 
aspect of the monster, or its propensity to reappear in yet another tale. Even if one believes the 
monster is defeated, it will always return, if in a slightly altered form. Cohen gives as examples 
“the ogre of Mount Saint Michael” who has appeared in multiple Arthurian tales, and the Alien 
film franchise in which the title monster continues to terrorize new generations of protagonists 
and viewers as, no matter how many are killed, “[their] monstrous progeny return, ready to stalk 
again in another bigger-than-ever sequel.”  This return is made possible by the foundation of 79
any monster being an idea or, as discussed above, a canvas on which to project our emotions. 
Jane’s mind-control ability ensures her literal escape and return. 
 More voices rend the air outside. A strong hand hammers the door in 
urgent triplicate thumps. There’s a long pause before explosive blows split 
the wooden door at its center. The rest is kicked in by large black boots. 
Jane wonders at the apartment doors not being made of something 
stronger. Not great for protection. Maybe that’s why they’re fitted with 
two deadbolts and a chain. Four firemen storm in fully outfitted; the first 
two file in toting a battering ram between them. They give the living room 
a once over, shouting into the inferno for anyone left alive. But they won’t 
find a living soul. Nobody but a dead body. Two of them run into the 
bedroom and nearly tread on the curled toes of the dead man. Jane watches 
in silence, stepping backward just in time to miss colliding with the third 
fireman who runs in. Pay no attention to that woman behind the curtain. 
And they don’t. Because she tells them so.  80
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 Manipulating the senses of others allows her to remain unseen by whomever she wishes 
to avoid, permitting her ghastly experimentation within the story as well as her greater role as 
monstrum, “that which warns”, to continue unchecked. Cohen ultimately attributes the 
immortality of the monster to its role as symbol and idea (though with regard to film franchises, 
there are of course other significant factors that can account for the “return” of a popular 
monster). This intangibility is the key to the monster’s continual return. As times change, so too 
do cultural concerns, which allows the same monster to continue taking slightly new forms. 
Chief among the anxieties expressed in Janus is identity, with the primary factors determining 
the twins’s identities being the many facets of their relationship with each other. Both Jill and 
Jane fill cautionary roles as they illustrate the consequences of a person's identity being shaped 
and often limited by society, family, or the self.  
 Whereas Cohen refers to a metaphorical escape, twin, triplet, quadruplet, etc. monsters 
allow for the literal escape and proliferation of the monstrous. Every aspect of Jill and Jane’s 
relationship was included with the purpose of compounding the challenges inherent in 
determining one’s identity — chief among them, being identical twins. Though not necessarily 
completely identical even physically, in childhood, such twins are often mistaken for one another 
except by those who have spent a great deal of time in their presence and can therefore identify 
differences between the two more easily than a complete stranger might. However, even for 
those who can determine the differences between identical twins, the danger of automatically 
associating one with the other is ever-present, as identical twins share an incredibly close genetic 
relationship. Therefore, it stands to reason that growing up in such a relationship can make 
asserting one’s individuality all the more difficult. Although Jill and Jane embrace the shared 
aspects of their identity as children, that same connection becomes a burden in adulthood. A 
burden worsened by the romantic element of their relationship:  
 Waking up beside her was my favorite thing to do. Especially after 
those nights we’d spent exploring each other, which we’d started doing a 
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couple years earlier. What was soft and wet inside her was the same in me. 
It was like making love to myself.   81
 What in childhood is a cherished facet of who the sisters are to one another later becomes 
toxic — the last threads of a closeness that no longer exists, but that drives Jill nonetheless. Since 
it is she who feels ashamed, for the first time in her life, as a result of the revelation of her and 
Jane’s relationship to the other children at Neverland, adult Jill pushes her love into the realm of 
obsession as compensation for an emotion she never forgave herself for feeling. Far from a 
deterrent, Jane’s serial murders and the continual experience of suffering and death that follow 
for Jill are viewed by her as a just form of penance for even momentarily doubting the validity, 
the rightness, of the love between them. Jill welcomes suffering as part of her own identity, even 
going so far as to declare that she does not care what horrible things her sister does. In fact, when 
The Woman asks why Jill commits murder, she explains that she must in order to keep her tally 
of sins equal to her sister’s. Thus, even after death, wherever Jane goes, so too will Jill. This 
openness to suffering is a trait Jill shares with the protagonists of stories on the literary — and 
thus, in turn, introspective and contemplative — end of the fiction spectrum, like Sethe of 
Beloved. Unlike Jack Torrance and his family, all of whom view the terror plaguing them at the 
Overlook Hotel as an evil consequence they do not deserve (despite their role in drawing that 
force to themselves), Sethe welcomes the haunting of her child’s spirit and accepts her 
mistreatment at the hands of Beloved’s physical manifestation because of the guilt she feels at 
taking her daughter’s life — a guilt that is not merely stated but reiterated and unpacked over the 
course of the entire novel for the reader’s consideration — despite her continued belief that it 
was the right thing to do. Sethe's self-definition is primarily determined by her maternal role. She 
is a mother before she is anything else, and a mother to Beloved above all else as it is her 
memories surrounding Beloved that are kept most private, apophatically, while at the same time 
being what other characters use to inform their own judgements of her. In much the same way as 
in Beloved, the notion of identity as something defined by whom we love most is central to Janus 
and informs every action the protagonists take. 
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 Cohen’s third thesis, “The Monster Is the Harbinger of Category Crisis”, discusses the 
monster’s refusal to be identified by a single, catch-all label. Returning to the title monster in 
Alien, Cohen quotes Harvey Greenberg who describes the monster as “by turns bivalve, 
crustacean, reptilian, and humanoid.”  The human monster automatically conforms to this thesis 82
as a being with the physical appearance of a human that commits acts that society at large would 
immediately disassociate themselves from. This thesis goes hand in hand with the fourth, “The 
Monster Dwells at the Gates of Difference”, which highlights the link between physical 
aberration and dangerous societal deviance. In other words, “difference” is worn on the 
monstrous body, a visible warning against the dangers of difference, making it easy to identify. 
Jill, who in addition to participating in a sexual relationship with her sister, binds her chest and 
wears men’s clothing, does not allow herself to be definitively categorized by anyone, including 
herself. Throughout her life she entertains the possibility of romantic relationships with male 
friends, placing her connection to her sister in a realm outside of ordinary forms of attachment. 
None of Jill’s proclivities would be known to the casual viewer. In fact the casual viewer in her 
world either does not notice that she is a woman until they look closely at her, or mistakes her for 
her sister.   
I’m in one of my best suits — fits me like a glove. With relaxed wavy hair 
down to my shoulders, I look like a wannabe banker with his cornrows 
undone. As I near, their eyes take in my face and they loosen into a more 
casual formation. One with hair the color of rotten egg yolk sneers at me 
as parts of her struggle to escape a pvc cut-out dress.  
 “You tryin’ somethin’ new?” she asks. Her colleagues’ giggles sound 
like sandpaper scraped down a cliffside. I keep walking until I am elbow 
to elbow with the one who spoke. Her grin falters and the others stop their 
tittering.  
 Cohen, Monster Theory, “Monster Culture (Seven Theses)”, 6.82
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 “It ain’t her,” another one of them, a rail-thin nightmare in fishnet, 
mutters.   83
 Jill wears her difference as fictional monsters often do. And her being an identical twin 
does more than allow for confusion among the other characters — it also allows the reader to 
pair her more closely with her sister, who is at first glance more monstrous than she, and forces 
the reader to consider whether one twin truly is more monstrous than the other. After all, both 
engage in the same sexual deviance, both are violent, both take lives, and both derive pleasure 
from at least one aspect of their monstrous nature. The enjoyment of supposed evil and the 
exploration of that pleasure is another feature of the narrative that Janus shares with the literary 
representation of the monster. One of the best known monsters of literary fiction, Lolita’s 
Humbert Humbert takes great pleasure in those moments when he is able to dwell in his passion 
for the twelve year-old object of his obsession and get away with it. He then ruminates on the 
moment, reliving it in great detail.  
 As she bent her brown curls over the desk at which I was sitting, 
Humbert the Hoarse put his arm around her in a miserable imitation of 
blood-relationship; and still studying, somewhat short-sightedly, the piece 
of paper she held, my innocent little visitor slowly sank to a half-sitting 
position upon my knee. Her adorable profile, parted lips, warm hair were 
some three inches from my bared eyetooth; and I felt the heat of her limbs 
through her rough tomboy clothes. All at once I knew I could kiss her 
throat or the wick of her mouth with perfect impunity. I knew she would 
let me do so, and even close her eyes as Hollywood teaches.   84
 Not only does he focus a great deal of attention on details of young Delores’s body and 
warmth, something a man hoping to appear normal would not do, he also revels in the ease with 
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which he, as her “handsome, intensely virile grown-up friend” could steal affection from her if 
he chose. He is clearly monstrous despite not appearing so outwardly or otherwise explicitly 
refusing categorization. He forms relationships with women who are of age, even marrying, all 
for the sake of keeping up appearances, though not for the comfort of society, but in order to 
protect his ability to indulge in monstrous behavior if ever the opportunity presents itself.  
 Though a useful guideline, Cohen’s theses do not apply to all monsters across the entire 
literary canon. In fact, it is sometimes when a monster does not conform to a particular thesis 
that they are at their most terrifying. Humbert Humbert, for example, makes multiple comments 
about his own physical appearance, at one point assuring the reader that he “could obtain at the 
snap of [his] fingers any adult female [he] chose.” Rather than wear his aberration outwardly, 
Humbert is instead, as a handsome man who is not monstrous in appearance, the last anyone 
would suspect of pedophilia. It is precisely this which makes him a threat. The monster, 
according to Cohen, is meant to warn others against itself; but Humbert hides in plain sight. 
Similarly, though Jill’s deviance is visible, Jane’s, as previously mentioned, is and remains 
hidden until she decides to reveal it — as she does not bind her chest or wear masculine clothing 
— and that revelation is almost immediately negated by the deaths of those to whom she reveals 
herself as well as the manipulation of any bystander’s memory, from which her presence is 
always erased. 
 Cohen’s fourth thesis describes the monster as the physical embodiment of the Other that 
stands in opposition to the acceptable majority not only in matters of sexuality, politics, or 
economic status, but ethnicity as well. Cohen discusses the different hypotheses formed over the 
years on why Africans are dark-skinned. While the Greek myth of Phaeton cites the “too close 
passing of the sun” as the reason for the Ethiopian’s complexion, in time, the term 
“Ethiopian” (which seems to encapsulate all Africans in this context) came to be equated with 
“sinner”. In other words, having been “scorched by sin and vice rather than the sun”, Africans 
were thought to be wearing their evil. As African American women, Jill and Jane are 
immediately recognizable as Other even within the world they occupy, which is meant to be a 
facsimile of our own. However, Janus is told from within the realm of the monster rather than 
from the safe world of the majority, thus the focus of the story is on how the monster relates to 
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the rest of the world. Many times, monsters do not understand how others see them. They exist 
as themselves, without either realizing the impact their differences make upon society or 
becoming ashamed of their supposedly evil deeds. Frankenstein’s monster commits murder, yet 
shoulders no blame because he knows his creator is ultimately the one responsible for every 
“misery” and “misdeed” inflicted upon the populace at the creature’s hands.  
 Remember that I am thy creature; I ought to be thy Adam, but I am 
rather the fallen angel, whom thou drivest from joy for no misdeed. 
Everywhere I see bliss, from which I alone am irrevocably excluded.   85
 He says he has been kept from the happiness that is rightfully his “for no misdeed”; in 
other words, he has done nothing wrong. He goes on to confirm his understanding of the laws of 
men — one of which is the law against murder — yet does not count himself guilty of evil, a 
term which he instead assigns to Frankenstein and his fellow humans who are so full of hatred at 
the mere sight of the creature that they would seek to destroy him despite their complicity in his 
actions. The creature tells Frankenstein, “If the multitude of mankind knew of my existence, they 
would do as you do, and arm themselves for my destruction. Shall I not then hate them who 
abhor me?”  As an inhuman creature, Frankenstein’s monster can reach a level of objectivity 86
about human society and morality that remains off limits to human monsters. He is able to 
postulate about his own behavior, determining what actions are morally appropriate due to the 
surrounding circumstances. Being human means living within the society one is deviating from 
and therefore understanding, through the reactions of others, the rules of human life. This makes 
human monsters more susceptible to shame than their inhuman counterparts. Though sometimes 
hindered by age, cultural background, or an inherent understanding of themselves and their own 
behavior, human monsters are more cognizant of how and why they are being ostracized by other 
human beings.   
 Mary Shelley, Frankenstein. Penguin Books, 2012, p. 98.85
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 Jill and Jane are a rarity in every environment they inhabit whether together or apart. At 
school, they are two of only three black children. While amongst their peers ethnicity is not an 
oft voiced concern, Jane is singled out nonetheless due to her extreme sensitivity.  
 Jane looked Miss Fincher in the eye. “Why is Ralph treating Piggy like 
that? He was his friend at first, but now he treats him like everybody else 
does. It’s not fair.” She looked like she might cry. I put my hand on her 
arm, and she looked back down at her desk.  
 “Because he’s a whiney crybaby like you,” Emily Vance whispered 
loud enough for everyone to hear. A bunch of kids giggled.   87
 While Jane can count her friend Tommy and her sister as allies, she has no one else. Later 
in the story, when the girls return home from playing and Jane runs up to her room in tears, Jill 
lies to their mother and says it’s because children at the playground were picking on Jane. 
Instead of comforting her crying daughter, their mother merely replies, “What they say this 
time?”  It is precisely this neglect in combination with their father’s possessiveness that drives 88
the sisters closer together. The intensity of that connection and the somewhat isolated nature of it 
pushes them further into the realm of the Other, especially when the sexual element is 
introduced.  
 The fifth thesis Cohen proposes is that the monster “polices the borders of the 
possible”.  As walking warnings, monsters are not only the embodiments of deviation, but they 89
will punish those who stray too far into their territory. Cohen gives the example of the Cyclops 
Polyphemos who ate the Greek men unfortunate enough to venture into his domain. Cohen 
describes the Cyclopes as lawless creatures lacking any social structure. They behave purely out 
of base instinct, using the ingestion of their victims as a way to figuratively incorporate them 
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“into the wrong cultural body”.  Similarly, Jane lures her victims into the realm of monstrosity 90
before consuming their souls to keep as part of her collection.  
  
 The scent of his soul blended with the first tendrils of smoke. Jane 
wondered whether anyone else knew that human essence rose from 
burning bodies like the smoke it mingled with. She could smell it. But 
unlike the other bodies of the dying and the dead, the auras of those who 
burned could easily be contaminated by smoke. So Jane set them ablaze 
and made a game of breathing them in before the acrid vapor devoured 
any trace of who they had been. Their memories, their failures, their final 
thoughts. They would either be absorbed by her or lost forever.  91
 Jane manages to create an even harsher ultimatum for her victims than be collected and 
exist within her or be wiped out completely. Death is the initial threat posed by the traditional 
monster, a threat we often identify as the worst possible outcome. But Jane and the Cyclopes lay 
bare the unfathomable: that worse consequences than death may await the unlucky humans who 
find themselves wandering into the sphere of the monstrous. If we wish to avoid annihilation or 
something even more difficult to accept, we must heed the warnings presented by the monstrous 
body.  
 The other side of this coin is the sixth thesis entitled, “Fear of the Monster Is Really a 
Kind of Desire”. The thrill we derive from being horrified can be attributed to our envy of the 
monster’s lack of inhibition. At the same time that we are repulsed by the monster’s blatant 
displays of deviance, we are awed by the monster’s freedom to express their every desire without 
shame. Jane experiences these parallel sensations of intense fear and fascination when it comes 
to her father, whom she despises. He wields such power in their household that his influence 
remains stamped on his wife and children’s minds long after he disappears from the narrative.  
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Cohen claims “Escapist delight gives way to horror only when the monster threatens to overstep 
these boundaries, to destroy or deconstruct the thin walls of category and culture.”  The twins’ 92
father oversteps his categorical boundary by raping Jane. This dissolves the wall between them, 
but in a way that transposes the elements of Cohen’s statement. Rather than cross from delight 
into horror when Daddy transgresses his parental role, Jane does the reverse, finding delight in 
the possibilities presented by becoming monstrous like her father. Though the specially chosen 
victim of his violent attentions, Jane admires his freedom to inflict pain on others so much so that 
she begins to covet that freedom for herself until, finally, she obtains it. After Jane tests this 
monstrous freedom by controlling her sister’s mind and body — the persecution of a loved one 
being a necessary initiation into Jane’s newfound monsterhood — Jill, who cannot believe Jane 
would ever make her a victim of the same shadowy hold their father had on them, asks her why. 
 “I wanted to know what it felt like.” Her words disappeared into the 
darkness almost too quickly to be heard. Certainly too quickly to detect 
any emotion in them.  
 “What it felt like,” I echoed. To be the one in control. The seat of my 
pants grew soggy, but I refused to stand level with her — it felt safer down 
on the ground.  
 “How’d it feel?” I whispered, trying hard to bite back my anger, my 
tears, my hurt.  
 “Good.” That time, I heard it: she was smiling.  93
 After straying too near the boundaries of monstrosity, Jane disregarded the warning her 
father represented and took over his mantle rather than retreat to the safety of the normal world. 
She allowed desire to outweigh her disgust, crossing the border into the monstrous and choosing 
to remain there.  
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 The final thesis is “The Monster Stands at the Threshold of Becoming,” and it is largely a 
reminder for humanity to do what Frankenstein’s creature asked of the mad scientist himself: 
monsters require us to acknowledge our role in their creation:  
 These monsters ask us how we perceive the world, and how we have 
misrepresented what we have attempted to place. They ask us to 
reevaluate our cultural assumptions about race, gender, sexuality, our 
perception of difference, our tolerance toward its expression.  94
 The questions Cohen tells us monsters were created to pose are exactly the questions I 
had in mind for readers of Janus. Fictional monsters are effective escorts to the border separating 
the known from the unknown. Through monsters in a work of fiction, readers are given the 
opportunity to thoroughly consider their emotional responses to intense, frightening, repulsive, 
and otherwise unpleasant scenarios without the trauma of actual experience. As the link between 
humans and inhuman creatures, human monsters present an even more complex reading 
experience by forcing the reader to identify with a monster immediately due to the fact of their 
shared humanity. This compels one to consider the limits of their own humanity. Gradually 
raising the level of monstrosity by introducing more and greater instances of perversion tests 
how far the reader’s empathy will stretch. Chronicling a monster’s history can either help or 
hinder the reader’s ability to connect with them. In the case of Frankenstein’s monster, his 
rational assessment of events coupled with his passionate desire for his own positive experiences 
make the creature a sympathetic being. On the other hand, Humbert Humbert’s recollections of 
his earlier life are not enough to outweigh or explain his deviant behavior in the present. One 
difference between the two is that one is an outsider in society while the other presses the 
advantage of his ability to blend in, reveling in the moments when he is able to get away with 
behavior he knows would be considered unacceptable.  
 Twin protagonists gave me the opportunity to explore both of the aforementioned sides of 
monstrosity through both characters. One who willingly transforms into a monster and relishes 
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every instance of destruction she causes, and one who denies her monstrous label for much of 
her life, believing that her love for her sister is enough to redeem her. Is either character evil? 
Considering Cohen’s final thought in his essay, my answer is no. Monsters are a product of our 
own fears, desires, cultural histories, and social issues. They are a product of the eras in which 
they are created. Monsters are our teachers, meant not only to warn us away from harm, but to 
help us understand ourselves individually and en masse.  
Fusing Principles: The Shining and Beloved 
 In writing Janus, I intentionally set out to combine elements of horror and literary fiction that 
were in service of the themes I planned to explore. I chose to include Beloved and The Shining in 
this essay because each exemplifies key aspects of their respective genres as well as particular 
narrative techniques that informed my own creative process. The Shining does an excellent job of 
blending common issues of domestic strife with the supernatural, using the familiar to increase 
the reader’s fear of the unfamiliar. Each element exacerbates the other in a well-balanced cycle 
where first one element is emphasized, then another, until the two finally coalesce. King uses 
emotional exploration of his characters to justify their involvement in the horrific situations they 
find themselves in, ensuring the reader’s ability to draw a causal line between a character’s 
identity and the horrors they are faced with. Beloved demonstrates, among other things, the 
important link between structure and meaning in a literary novel. The narrative details Morrison 
chooses to include are equal in significance to those she does not include, as they inform the 
persistently bleak and meditative mood of the novel. What is shown and not shown influences 
the ways in which relationships between characters progress as well as whom readers empathize 
with. I would like to discuss the combination of these techniques and what they ultimately 
achieve together.  
 I was immediately interested in combining so-called “realism” with the supernatural in 
Janus in order to evoke the uncanny. The mood I intended to set was a dark one. While there are 
instances where the lighter side of the novel’s overarching themes — love and identity — are 
explored, a pervasive aura of dark ambiguity was necessary to achieve the goal of Janus, which 
is to challenge the reader’s sense of identity and morality by encouraging them to ask where the 
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boundaries should exist in love, whether monstrosity can be justified, and how different the 
reader actually is from the characters they are reading about. In a chapter of his book The Weird 
and the Eerie entitled “Inside Out: Outside In: Margaret Atwood and Jonathan Glazer”, cultural 
theorist Mark Fisher discusses the advantages of the film adaptation over the novel in creating 
the eerie atmosphere of Michael Faber’s Under the Skin (Harcourt, 2000). Fisher identifies the 
absence of interiority as vital to the successful maintenance of the film’s eerie tone:  
 This means that it is not only the nature of her interior life that is left 
open: so is the very question of whether she has anything like “interior 
life” in any recognisable sense. The [Scarlett] Johansson character is seen 
only from the outside (just as, reciprocally, her illegible behaviour and 
motives, her lack of “ordinary” emotional responses, give us an outsider 
perspective on the social world through which she moves as a predator). 
[…] She never gives voice to any feelings. When she liaises with another 
alien, they do not speak. Do they have their own language — or is 
language something that they merely acquire in order to trick humans? Do 
they have feelings in the same sense that we think we do? The film tells us 
practically nothing about what these creatures are, or what they want — or 
indeed, if what drives them can be construed as “desire” at all.  95
 The choice to exclude interiority from a narrative is very effective in catching the 
audience off guard as they are forced to create their own explanations for a character’s behavior 
without receiving confirmation. This is all the more unsettling when a character is behaving in a 
threatening or violent way. Like the alien protagonist of Under the Skin, parts of Jane’s story — 
the detailed development of her abilities; her first interaction with a spirit (and the first time she 
collected one); how exactly, as a small child, she managed to dispose of her father without being 
seen when her abilities were not yet fully developed; what she’d done during the years between 
the fire and the age we meet her as an adult in the story, etc. — are excluded from the narrative. 
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What remains from Jane’s point of view is told from a somewhat close third-person perspective. 
The past sections are all told from Jill’s first-person perspective, thus Jane’s thoughts and actions 
during childhood remain somewhat obscured as Jill can only rely on what she sees and is told in 
order to understand why her sister behaves as she does. Just like her father, Jane’s past is not 
illuminated from her own point of view, with the exception of a few brief allusions. The decision 
to tell most of the story from Jill’s perspective is meant to muddy the waters for the reader. When 
a monster’s tale is told from the perspective of someone who loves that monster, and is 
monstrous themselves, it becomes more difficult to simply file the monster under “E” for evil 
without further consideration of the circumstances, though doing just that is often what we would 
prefer.  
 Literary theorist and critic Terry Eagleton introduces his book On Evil with an example 
of a brutal crime: the torture and murder of a toddler by two ten year-old boys. Though at first 
glance, most would completely understand the “outcry of public horror” that followed this event, 
Eagleton expresses confusion, citing that “children, after all, are only semi-socialized creatures 
who can be expected to behave pretty savagely from time to time.”  While one might argue that 96
the horror came as a result of the act itself, Eagleton’s point is clear: there are always conditions 
surrounding the perpetration of a terrible act, which should prevent one from stopping at “evil” 
as if the word alone provides explanation enough. Eagleton goes on to provide an example of 
just this sort of reaction: 
 A police officer involved in the case of the murdered toddler declared 
that the moment he clapped eyes on one of the culprits, he knew that he 
was evil. This is the kind of thing that gives evil a bad name. The point of 
literally demonising the boy in this way was to wrong-foot the softhearted 
liberals. It was a preemptive strike against those who might appeal to 
social conditions in seeking to understand why they did what they did. 
 Terry Eagleton, On Evil. Yale University Press, 2011, p. 1.96
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And such understanding can always bring forgiveness in its wake. Calling 
the action evil meant that it was beyond comprehension.  97
 With both Jane and Jill’s portrayal, I hoped to walk the line of comprehensibility, 
providing context for some of their behaviors, but not all. This, I hoped, would put the reader in a 
near constant state of anxiety as they read on in search of answers. My reason for doing so is that 
I agree with Eagleton’s assessment that to assume “an action which has a cause cannot be freely 
undertaken” (i.e. a so-called “evil” act) is a mistake. Explainable behaviors do not equate to 
condonable behaviors. Each individual must consult their own moral compass when determining 
what is “good” and what is “evil” after first defining those terms for themselves. My intent in 
splitting the perspectives between two people and two time periods was to disallow that knee-
jerk reaction cited by Eagleton. Without a past to contextualize his actions, Daddy is an easy 
target for the reader’s ire. But he is a red herring, meant to draw the reader into a comfortable 
sense of moral superiority. Based on his treatment of his family alone, the reader would have no 
qualms about calling him a monster. But what about his daughters? Is their history with him 
enough to account for their future behavior? If so, what makes their behavior more acceptable 
than his? If not, why not? Which parts of his history might explain his actions? Would it matter, 
even if we could explain them? If not, why not? I want the reader to go beyond forming the 
judgments expected of them to interrogating the judgments they form.  
 The Shining and Beloved both challenge readers in this way, introducing us to characters 
we feel we should root for, only to be confronted by their violent pasts. The difference is that 
while Jack Torrence succumbs to the horror plaguing him, ultimately becoming the violent man 
his family hoped they would never see again, Sethe becomes a willing victim of violence at the 
hands of the child she murdered because she believes she deserves it. With twin protagonists, I 
created the opportunity to have it both ways: the unrepentant fiend, and the contrite defender 
who becomes a puppet. But both women have more to them than such labels would suggest, as 
do we all, which is the critical link between character and reader. Jack Torrance is not only a 
violent drunk, but a former teacher, a husband, and a father who is down on his luck in every 
 Eagleton, On Evil, 2.97
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aspect of life. Sethe is not just a former slave who killed one of her children, she is also a woman 
struggling to live with her past and to create a new life where she — not her loved ones — is at 
the center. Establishing familiar human complexity in a story is essential to building a bridge 
between the reader and the character they are reading about, whether the character is human or 
not. To empathize, one must see something of themselves in another. King and Morrison 
included details of the human experience that would resonate with readers, making the 
possibility of the more fantastical, horrific elements easier to accept. That acceptance, in turn, 
makes it possible for the reader to experience fear. For if the reader can see themselves in the 
smaller, more mundane experiences of a character, the more vulnerable they will be to the 
possibility of encountering similarly bizarre terrors in their own lives.    
 One of those relatable mundanities found in both The Shining and Beloved is the 
troubling personal history. However, the treatment of the past in each novel seems to stand in 
direct opposition to one another: one novel looks forward, the other backward. The Shining 
shows how the personal histories of each character drive the creation of new horrors while 
Beloved focuses on life in the aftermath of endured horrors. Janus demonstrates both by utilizing 
past and present points of view. Both viewpoints are necessary because they explore different 
components used to construct an individual’s identity: past joys and perceived failings, which 
shape our present-day desires. Jill is consumed by who she and Jane used to be, individually and 
as a unit. All she wants in the present is to retrieve something of that past self; she wants another 
chance. Jane’s desire for power and dark knowledge also originate in her past as a sensitive, 
acquiescent child; she does not want to be defended, but to survive solely on the strength of her 
own abilities. She also wants control in the extreme which is the perverse result of  her past as a 
bullied child plus the activation of her supernatural power. The Shining stops short of delving too 
deeply into the emotional implications of the psychic power on display, as Danny is a very small 
child who is only able to get impressions of meaning from the adults in his life. All he knows is 
that he is becoming more and more afraid, as are his mother and father. For a horror novel, this is 
helpful — it allows the supernatural focus to be on the buildup of terror, which is enhanced by 
the common issues of marital strife, alcoholism, etc. In The Shining the human mundanities are 
in service of the supernatural, whereas in Beloved, it is the supernatural that merely supplements 
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the grander lessons of human experience. I intended a balance in Janus; the normal trials of 
being human and the supernatural are of equal importance, one complicating the other until a 
dense emotional web is woven. When Jane is in the middle of a killing, she opens a pantry door 
and thinks she sees her father, a moment that should be frightening not simply because of the 
uncanniness of his appearance, but because of the terrible memories attached to the time when 
she knew him. The Shining’s characters are faced with ghosts and frightening instances that are 
connected with the past of the Overlook Hotel, not their past as a family; their familial past has 
the role of isolating them from one another, increasing the fear they feel. Beloved would be about 
memory and moving beyond one’s past whether a ghost was present in the narrative or not, the 
ghost being a physical manifestation of Sethe’s grief and regret. In the work of King and 
Morrison, there is a prominent element that is merely supplemented by others. In Janus, the 
horrific and the domestic share equally in the task of moving the story forward.  
The Monstrosity of Genre 
Just as humans are ultimately responsible for the creation and proliferation of monsters, so too 
are we responsible for the creation of Genre as a concept, its subcategories, and the influence 
those constructs continue to have on our consumption and understanding of fiction.   
Like the monstrous body as defined by Cohen, the boundaries of genre are fluid. Novels can be 
monstrous, existing as hybrids, declining to be categorized. In an essay entitled “Genre: A Word 
Only a Frenchman Could Love”, Ursula K. Le Guin proudly declares herself a writer of genre 
fiction and laments the unfortunate metamorphosis of “genre” from a useful tool to help guide 
readers and writers toward the type of fiction they desire, to a convenient label for the lazy, 
providing an excuse to dismiss entire swathes of fiction without reading them. Le Guin writes: 
  
 So we have an accepted hierarchy of fictional types, with “literary 
fiction,” not defined, but consisting almost exclusively of realism, at the 
top. All other kinds of fiction, the “genres,” are either listed in rapidly 
descending order of inferiority or simply tossed into a garbage heap at the 
bottom. This judgmental system, like all arbitrary hierarchies, promotes 
!466
ignorance and arrogance. It has seriously deranged the teaching and 
criticism of fiction for decades, by short-circuiting useful critical 
description, comparison, and assessment. It condones imbecilities on the 
order of “If it’s science fiction it can’t be good, if it’s good it can’t be 
science fiction.”  98
  The difference between how we receive monsters and how we receive novels seems to be 
that while we accept the fluidity of monsters, we reject the fluidity of their stories. Genre has 
gone beyond the role of helpful point of reference to become a straitjacket imposed upon fiction 
and writers thereof by publishers, booksellers, and readers. This forced categorization begins as a 
necessity for the purpose of successful marketing but ends as a strange form of literary elitism 
that is, as highlighted in this essay’s first chapter, outdated. Le Guin notes in her essay, composed 
in 2004 and revised in 2014, how outmoded the use of generic categories as a mark of artistic 
quality has become, stating that “much of the best fiction doesn’t fit into the genres any more, 
but combines, crosses, miscegenates, transgresses, and reinvents them.”  I would go even 99
further and state that equating genre with a particular level of artistic quality has always been 
unnecessary as the blending of genres in fiction has been occurring for many years. Similarly to 
how monsters are an amalgam of fears and cultural concerns, the novel is a hydra, combining 
tropes and devices long associated with separate genres into fiction that requires new labels.  
 There is Paranormal Romance fiction, popularized by Stephanie Meyer’s Twilight (2005), 
but existing well before that in works like Dracula (1897) and Anne Rice’s Vampire Chronicles 
series, the first volume of which was published in 1976 (Interview with the Vampire); the Cosmic 
Horror of H.P. Lovecraft which combines elements of horror, science, and fantasy; and Andre 
Norton’s The Beast Master (1959) which fits snugly within the Space Western genre. As long as 
stories have been told, there have been those that merge tropes from seemingly disparate genres. 
The beauty of both The Shining and Beloved is that neither is only about ghosts, nor domestic 
 Ursula K. Le Guin, Words Are My Matter, “Genre: A Word Only a Frenchman Could Love”. Small Beer 98
Press, 2016, p. 10.
 Le Guin, Words Are My Matter, “Genre: A Word Only a Frenchman Could Love”, 10.99
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abuse, death, psychic abilities, or an inescapable past — they are about all of those things and 
more, and there is no one element of either story that so greatly overpowers the rest that it 
prevents those novels being analyzed through multiple generic lenses. The major difference 
between these texts that enables their separation into different literary categories is not artistic 
quality or their potential to enrich the reader, but the fundamental goal of each novel with respect 
to the reader. The ultimate intent of The Shining is to frighten the reader by expanding their view 
of what is possible within the realm of human experience, while the ultimate goal of Beloved is 
to have the reader consider the effect of history — individual, national, and human — on one’s 
identity. However, despite the unmistakable complexity of fiction, we feel the need as readers to 
reduce stories with a number of important themes which span across genres down to work that 
can be summed up in a single phrase. If we can embrace monstrosity enough to be entertained 
even as we are horrified by it, surely we can allow the natural monstrosity of fiction to flourish 
without restriction even as it confounds us.  
 Fiction is only growing more monstrous as time rolls on, with more and more novels 
being described as “genre-defying” as the lines between genres grow ever blurrier. Whether 
consciously or unconsciously, authors of the so-called inferior genres continue to push against 
the confines of genre by incorporating facets of many, regardless of how difficult that literary 
synthesis might make the marketing process. Horror, as a genre that revolves around fear, an 
instinctual emotion that weakens us, if only temporarily, remains something of a literary guilty 
pleasure for many, though it of course has its own dedicated following. However, there are works 
of horror fiction that are achieving critical success and being considered alongside works of 
literary fiction as works of equal merit. Andrew Michael Hurley’s novel The Loney won the 2015 
Costa First Novel Award, as well as the British Book Industry award for both Debut Fiction and 
Book of the Year — all this despite its refusal to be categorized: 
 Is The Loney horror? Literary fiction? A thriller? No one really knows 
– but no one seems unduly bothered. It’s the confidence of the debut that 
resonates, even with those wary of horror. “People said, ‘Where will this 
go in a bookshop?’ and I couldn’t answer that for a long time,” Hurley 
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says, smiling. “It’s funny that the thing I thought would be a drawback 
made it remarkable.”  100
 Though I have a firmer idea of which bookshop shelves Janus might occupy, my novel is 
no less monstrous than The Loney. My objective was to combine detailed depictions of 
psychological and physical horror with introspective ruminations on identity, love, power, and 
punishment. In Janus’s current iteration, I have achieved my goal. And though the novel’s 
ultimate identity may continue to shift on the road to publication, I can guarantee it will only 
become more — not less — monstrous.  
In Conclusion 
My novel is an experiment in fusing recognizable elements of horror and literary fiction into a 
work that provokes both fear and consideration of ones’ humanity. Monstrosity engenders just 
such a reaction, and has been an element of fiction for as long as fiction has existed. Denying the 
validity of that monstrosity forces readers and writers to choose unnecessarily between 
categories of fiction, depending on how they hope to be perceived by the rest of the world. It is 
my hope that Janus helps push readers away from that tendency, allowing them to freely 
acknowledge and accept the enrichment monstrous narratives have the potential to provide.  
 Sian Cain, “Andrew Michael Hurley: There is no place more terrifying than your own mind”. The 100
Guardian (UK), 11 May 2016.
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Conclusion 
I began this project with very clear ideas. Over the course of my research, some of my views 
shifted considerably, while others were confirmed. I began with the intent of researching and 
writing a work of Southern Gothic fiction. In conjunction with this, I had hoped to use the 
critical commentary portion of my thesis to explore moral and thematic representations of evil 
and monstrosity in fiction. I was surprised to realize, upon finally switching my focus to horror 
fiction, that I had been reluctant to name the horror genre as the focus of my research, and to 
place my novel there. The term “Gothic” is far more elegant and carries with it an important 
legacy. After all, Horace Walpole’s The Castle of Otranto began the Gothic literary tradition a 
little over 250 years ago, with horror becoming an established genre much later.  
 Though the Gothic novel was considered mere entertainment in the 1800s being that it 
was written as an antithesis to the more conservative and serious ideas of the time, it eventually 
garnered respect within the academic and literary communities as a genre which pushed the 
boundaries of fiction at a time when political manifestos (e.g. Common Sense, Thomas Paine, 
1776), philosophical treatises (e.g. A Critique of Pure Reason, Immanuel Kant, 1781) and novels 
of manners (Cecilia, Frances Burney, 1782) crowded the shelves. The essay collection Gothic 
and Modernism asserts that “stylistically, the Gothic has always been excessive in its responses 
to conventions that foster the order and clarity of realistic representations, conventions that 
embody a cultural insistence on containment.”  Such was its appeal to me as a writer of dark 101
and strange fiction. Yet, as I continued my research, I discovered that my novel fit more 
comfortably in the horror genre than in the Gothic. While both horror and Gothic fiction have 
recognizable tropes associated with them, as well as sharing a few, I found Gothic fiction to be 
more consistent and less flexible than horror fiction with regard to the territories it explores. 
 John Paul Riquelme, “Gothic History, the Gothic Tradition, and Modernism”. Gothic and Modernism. 101
edited by John Paul Riquelme, The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2008, p. 4.
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Gothic fiction is of a particular time. Southern Gothic fiction is of a particular region. But fiction 
in the horror genre can take place anywhere and anywhen.   
 I was also taken in a number of unexpected directions while composing the critical 
commentary. My focus shifted from a survey of evil and morality in fiction, to a study of the 
interstitial nature of genre, to an examination of the ongoing literary versus genre fiction debate. 
Even after landing there, my position within the debate continued to change in ways big and 
small. For example, I began in adamant opposition to the notion that anything truly significant 
set genre fiction, specifically horror fiction, apart from literary fiction. This fervent opinion was 
the result of constant exposure to some of the more elitist literary criticism I had encountered 
over the years, as mentioned in Chapter One of my thesis. I was conflating “no differences” with 
the notion of artistic equality. But after targeting each genre as a reader, I discovered several 
differences which I have attempted to enumerate in my thesis. Yet however great in number the 
differences may be, my research did not prove that artistic merit was definitively among said 
differences, which was in fact the hypothesis I began with.  
The Novel: In Conclusion 
The process of developing Janus has spanned a decade or more. I began with myself as the seed 
of the story, as any writer must, but the story was never intended to be autobiographical in the 
strict sense. I separated personality traits of mine which I felt were in opposition to one another 
and placed them in two different characters with the objective of observing how the traits would 
play off of one another. The Woman was the first novel character I ever created. She exemplified 
a phrase Jill uses to describe her sister in the novel: “She was me, perfected.” As such, the face 
that all three characters shared was originally mine. None of them were ever truly close to the 
version of me that exists in reality — they were never meant to be — but each one was part of a 
whole; part of me. At the novel’s inception, The Woman was not part of the story. However, I 
was inspired by a known practice of Stephen King’s to include her. King’s work is full of 
recurring characters and settings, but one character in particular stood out to me. Randall Flagg is 
known by many names in King’s literary universe — The Walkin’ Dude, The Dark Man, The 
Ageless Stranger, Walter Padick — and often appears as someone else who, inexplicably, shares 
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his initials — Richard Farris, Robert Franq, and Russell Faraday to name but a few. Flagg is an 
agent of chaos. He shows up, causes destruction, and disappears. The idea of a character whose 
background and intentions are never truly known (though Flagg’s are revealed in The Dark 
Tower series) appealed to me immensely. So I decided to include The Woman, a character with 
her own story, in the story of Jill and Jane as an agent of chaos. At the start, I planned for her to 
be a more openly sinister character. But during the writing process, her personality changed 
slightly (to that of someone who might have been trying to help, although the reader can never be 
sure), as did other characters in the novel. Daddy became stranger, his origins completely 
unknown. Mama became sterner, and more fragile. Jill and Jane are much the same as they were 
at the start, only fleshed out, more fully themselves.  
 Complications in the form of the sisters’ relationships with male characters in the story 
was another unexpected addition to the narrative that I am quite pleased with as it further 
muddled Jill and Jane’s relationship. I was unsure of exactly how to convey the romantic aspect 
of the relationship between the girls, but felt it a necessary undertaking since the novel had 
begun as a Gothic story, and incest is a known trope of the genre. Incest between same-sex 
siblings, and twins at that, however, is not something I have encountered in any of the fiction I 
have read. While their romance would likely be considered sensational or gratuitous in any other 
context, it performed important functions in my novel: in addition to complicating their 
relationship to other characters and one another, the romance between the sisters further 
compounded the question of individual identity and what the boundaries of love should be, 
questions that inspired me to write the novel in the first place.  
 I did not outline the novel. I wrote the story as readers will read it. Therefore, though I 
had a number of important linchpin scenes in mind, I only discovered as I was writing how I 
would get from one of those scenes to the next. This is my favorite way to write because it 
allows me to experience my writing as a reader would, and to surprise myself with the turns the 
story takes. After taking years to develop and thoroughly learn the ins and outs of each 
character’s personality, I was able to construct scenes organically rather than shoehorning 
inappropriate elements into the story simply because I had planned to. I am pleased with the 
results of my writing process and have learned a great deal. 
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Critical Commentary: Monstrosity and Genre 
As previously stated, my research into genre lead me down a number of unanticipated paths. 
With the change of focus came a change in reading materials. I gave over Carson McCullers and 
Flannery O’Connor in exchange for Stephen King and Toni Morrison (who could possibly be 
read as Southern Gothic). Before narrowing down my primary points of reference to those 
authors, I had a list of stories with monstrous protagonists that I had proposed to include, some 
of which I did. Among them were Lolita, Gabrielle Wittkop’s The Necrophiliac (1972), 
Frankenstein, The Private Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner (Hogg, 1824), Under 
the Skin, and a number of H.P. Lovecraft’s tales of cosmic horror. However, the two novels I 
chose to focus on turned out to be the most complementary to my argument.  
 I was at first convinced that Beloved could be read as a horror novel, and indeed some 
readers have claimed as much. Yet upon revisiting the novel after many years, I ended up in the 
exact opposite frame of mind. After a great deal of reading in the horror genre, I understood 
exactly why Beloved is not considered a horror novel by critics, which became the crux of a 
different point: different genres serve different purposes. One does not read Beloved to be 
frightened. Disturbed perhaps, but not frightened. Just as one does not read The Scarlet Gospels 
(Barker, St. Martin’s Press, 2015) for a poetic meditation on the human condition. While Gospels 
does indeed comment on what it means to be human, Barker uses the fable-like pitting of good 
against evil rather than elevated language to do so. 
Further Research 
My research for this project has inspired interests in several other, related subjects. My research 
into Beloved lead to an interest in representations of the supernatural in African American fiction. 
I was struck while reading Beloved by the possibility that the reason I have not encountered 
many works of supernatural horror penned by African Americans is that religion is at the center 
of our [African American] culture, and any supernatural happening might be attributed to God’s 
hand. Or because, as Baby Suggs points out, so many negroes have suffered, it only makes sense 
that their suffering should live on after them in the form of a ghost. I am now interested in the 
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ways in which African American authors depict the supernatural, and how those depictions have 
changed over time. 
 I am also interested in continuing my research into portrayals of evil in fiction over time, 
and the ways in which contemporary authors handle morality in their work. I have begun a foray 
into this territory with Janus that I am eager to continue. 
In Conclusion 
The primary objective of this project was to encourage a more thorough interrogation of our 
views on fiction. I hope that readers of every background — critic or not — and writers, too, will 
feel free to abandon any preconceived notions of fictional genres, how they are defined, and the 
ways in which different genres are able to enrich a reader. I look forward to witnessing and 
participating in the continued metamorphosis of our philosophy on fiction. 
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